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ABSTRACT 
In recent decades, researchers have firmly established the importance of religious 
and spiritual factors in relation to mental health. Particular expressions of relational 
spirituality (the ways in which persons relate to the sacred) and prayer have been 
differentially linked with both positive and negative mental health outcomes. Spiritual 
disappointment is a relational spirituality construct that has been consistently linked 
negative mental health outcomes. Despite theoretical links between prayer and relational 
spirituality, empirical researchers have largely neglected to explore the role of prayer in 
the ways persons relate to the sacred, particularly the association between prayer and 
spiritual disappointment. Knowledge of these relationships is important for those in the 
healing professions who are working with clients who have religious and spiritual 
concerns. In this dissertation, I explore the role of prayer in the relationship between 
spiritual disappointment and other relational spirituality factors.  I begin with an 
introductory overview, justifying my investigation. Then I review the relevant literature 
in this area. Next, I describe the procedures and methods of empirical analysis. Finally, I 
		 vii 
reveal the results and discuss the implications of the findings for future research and 
practice.  
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
Overview 
The purpose of this study is to explore the association between spiritual 
disappointment, prayer, and relational spirituality, or the ways in which individuals relate 
to the sacred (Shults & Sandage, 2006). From a psychological perspective, studying 
spiritual disappointment, prayer, and relational spirituality is important because spiritual 
practices and beliefs are personally important to many individuals, possessing great 
meaning in terms of identity and life purpose. Second, religion and spirituality (R/S), in 
their multiple expressions and forms, can have either positive or negative implications for 
well-being (see below). Therefore, it is important to understand the ways in which 
spiritual practices (i.e. prayer) and spiritual experiences (i.e. relational spirituality, 
disappointment) relate to each other, so as to better understand how these great sources of 
meaning work together to either promote or undermine human flourishing. Definitions of 
human flourishing vary. Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model offers a comprehensive 
understanding of flourishing as being comprised of pleasure, engagement, relatedness, 
meaning, and achievement. Such knowledge is of consequence not only for religious and 
spiritual individuals, but for anyone working with these individuals in a clinical, 
counseling, or pastoral context. Unfortunately, this knowledge is not comprehensive. To 
my knowledge, no empirical studies have directly assessed the role of prayer in the 
connection between spiritual disappointment and relational spirituality.  
Prayer is defined as any form of communication with a divine being (Baesler, 
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2003; James, 1963/1902, p. 464; Whittington & Scher, 2010). Prayer is expressed in 
many different ways, varying across traditions, belief systems, and individuals. Distinct 
styles of prayer include, but are not limited to, asking God for resources, cultivating 
awareness of God’s presence, informal conversation with the divine, expressions of 
gratitude, chants, and charismatic experiences (Spilka & Ladd, 2012).   
Relational spirituality has been defined as “ways of relating to the sacred” (Shults 
& Sandage, 2006, p. 161). The sacred may be understood as “a person, object, principle, 
or concept that transcends the self” (Hill, Pargament, Hood, McCullough, Swyers, 
Larson, & Zinnbauer, 2000, p. 64). It can be "a divine being, divine object, Ultimate 
Reality, or Ultimate Truth" that is often considered to be good in and of itself (p. 66). A 
theoretical assumption underlying relational spirituality is that individuals experience 
being in a relationship with the sacred; one that is both similar to and distinct from the 
ways in which they may relate to embodied persons. Some of the ways in which 
individuals relate to the sacred include love, indifference, anger, frustration, devotion, 
dislike, surrender, acceptance, avoidance, fear, and gratitude (see Shults & Sandage, 
2006). 
Relationships to the sacred are characterized by a variety of experiences and may 
be understood as either helpful or harmful compared to other relational experiences. 
Helpful or ennobling ways of relating to the sacred may include awareness, acceptance, 
and humility (see Hall & Edwards, 2002; Sandage, Paine, & Hill, 2015). Harmful 
expressions may include fear of abandonment, avoidance, and anger (Pargament, 
Murray-Swank, Magyar, and Ano, 2005). Individuals can relate to the sacred in ways that 
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are more or less beneficial depending on particular circumstances. For example, it may be 
appropriate and perhaps beneficial to experience frustration with God when a loved one 
contracts a debilitating illness.  
Spiritual disappointment is a spiritual struggle that involves the experience of 
feeling let down, angry, and/or frustrated with God. Spiritual disappointment has been 
linked with increases in psychiatric symptoms, spiritual instability, and decreased levels 
of forgiveness (Sandage, Jankowski, & Link, 2010; Sandage & Williamson, 2010). While 
spiritual disappointment has been linked with immediate distress, theologians and 
developmental theorists assert this struggle may facilitate personal growth when 
confronted and endured (Exline, 2013; John of the Cross, 1959; Shults & Sandage, 2006).  
Understanding the connection between spiritual disappointment, prayer, and 
relational spirituality is important from a counseling perspective because a) one’s 
perceived relationship to the sacred may have either positive or negative associations to 
psychological and interpersonal well-being, depending on the quality of that relationship 
(see Davis et al., 2014; Derosiers & Miller, 2007; Derosiers, Kelley, & Miller, 2011; Hall 
& Edwards, 2002; Sandage & Harden, 2011; Sandage & Jankowski, 2010), b) many 
individuals who pray do so in order to cultivate a productive and loving, intimate 
relationship to the sacred (Dein & Pargament, 2012) and c) it is not known the degree to 
which, and under what circumstances, particular approaches to prayer cultivate either 
positive or negative relationship to the sacred. Specifically, it is not known whether 
prayer plays a significant role in the relationship between spiritual disappointment and 
relational spirituality.    
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Knowing the ways in which particular approaches to prayer influence spiritual 
disappointment and relational spirituality would be useful for both therapists and their 
clients. Prayer is often encouraged as an intervention by therapists whose clients face 
spiritual difficulties (see Weld & Eriksen, 2007). Understanding how particular forms of 
prayer may impact spiritual experience would allow therapists to integrate their empirical 
knowledge with the spiritual practices of clients to generate discussion around 
approaches to prayer that are most conducive to mental health.       
In this dissertation, I present a theoretical foundation for the proposed study and 
provide a brief overview of the research plan. Then I review the theoretical and empirical 
literature concerning both prayer and relational spirituality. Next, I analyze the gaps in 
the literature and offer specific research questions for this study. Then I propose a 
detailed plan of inquiry that includes information on participants, data collection, data 
analysis, potential threats to validity, and steps that will be taken to control for said 
threats. Next, I conduct the study and analyze the data. Finally, I discuss the implications 
of the results, the limitations of the study, and offer suggestions for future research.  
Rationale and Statement of the Problem 
In a series of lectures on pragmatism, William James (1907) takes the position 
that the attainment of truth and knowledge is useful insofar as it makes a difference in 
how one lives. “The practical value of true ideas is thus primarily derived from the 
practical importance of their objects to us” (James, 1907, p 203). James implies that 
knowledge is not valuable as an end in itself but rather as a means to a desired ends. If 
one accepts this, it would seem that knowledge of religious belief and spirituality would 
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be desirable for psychologists only if a) it leads to better understanding of individuals’ 
thoughts, actions, and behaviors and/or b) this understanding can be employed to 
alleviate psychological distress and improve individual well-being. There is a large body 
of theoretical and empirical literature demonstrating that religion and spirituality play a 
significant role in how people think, feel, and behave (see Koenig, 2009, for review). 
Empirical evidence indicates that the use of religious and spiritual resources to cope with 
distress makes a difference in mental health and subjective well-being (Pargament, 
Koenig & Perez, 2000).  Even if one is inclined to reduce religious and spiritual belief to 
more basic psychological processes, reported religiosity and spirituality are still 
important to investigate because 1) religious and spiritual beliefs have important 
implications for well-being, cognition, and behavior, 2) religions and spiritual traditions 
are cultural entities that shape individuals’ psychological world. 
There have been numerous empirical studies demonstrating connections between 
religion, spirituality, and mental health. Many findings in this area demonstrate a positive 
correlation between R/S and positive outcomes such as psychological health, physical 
health, virtue, and subjective well-being, and a negative correlation between R/S and 
problematic outcomes including psychiatric diagnoses, substance abuse, delinquency, and 
sexually risky behavior (Bonelli & Koenig, 2013; Hill & Pargament, 2008; Jim et al., 
2015; Karaga, Davis, Choe, & Hook, 2016; Koenig, 2009, Koenig, McCullough, & 
Larsen, 2001, Krause & Hayward, 2015). However, many of these studies have been 
criticized for exhibiting conceptual and methodological problems (Galen, 2012), 
including a recurring failure to account for the diverse ways people practice and 
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experience religion and spirituality. Persons exhibit variability in religious practices, 
experiences, motives, and understandings. However, empirical studies often feature 
general measures of religiosity and spirituality (i.e. one or two-item measures that fail to 
capture the nuances of spiritual experience) (Galen, 2012). Other researchers appear to 
have approached the study of religion with the implicit assumption that spirituality is 
inherently positive, disregarding the reality of deleterious manifestations of spirituality 
(Exline, 2013). This is a problem. While spirituality can be source of hope, comfort, and 
strength in times of adversity (see Koenig et al., 2001; Pargament, 1997; Pargament, 
Murray-Swank, Magyar, & Ano; 2005), it can also be a source of struggle, frustration, 
distress, and despair when prayers are not answered, your faith is shaken, or you are 
struggling to live up to your religious ideals (Exline, Pargament, Grubbs & Yali, 2014; 
Pargament et al., 2005).  
The failure of some researchers to account for the complexity of spiritual 
experience occludes knowledge of the diverse connections between spirituality and 
mental health. Information regarding particular manifestations of religion and 
spirituality, such as the presence of spiritual struggles and the ways people relate to the 
sacred, is practically useful for therapists. A lack of knowledge in this area could make it 
difficult for practitioners to reliably assist clients in identifying and utilizing helpful 
religious resources and coping strategies.  
Contemporary theorists have done much to advance knowledge in this area by 
conceptualizing spirituality as a dynamic construct which develops over the course of 
one’s life and manifests in a variety of ways (see Hill & Pargament, 2008). Recent 
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scholarship conceptualizing spirituality as a relational process has done much to account 
for the developmental aspects of religion and diversity in spiritual experience. Spirituality 
may be viewed as a relational continuum in that “ways of relating to the sacred” (Shults 
& Sandage, 2006, p. 161) vary between persons and also develop with each individual 
over the course of a life span. For example, John may be more or less angry with God 
than anybody else at any given moment, assuming John believes in or at least has a 
concept of God. Alternatively, John may be more or less angry with God than John has 
been previously at any given point of his life. Empirical studies of relational spirituality 
have accumulated in recent years, offering nuanced depictions of the spiritual life, 
highlighting its adaptive and deleterious manifestations (see Davis, Hook, Van Tongeren, 
Gartner, A.L. & Worthington, 2012; Koenig, 2009; Pargament, Koenig, & Perez, 2000; 
Sandage & Crabtree, 2011). A growing body of literature on spiritual struggles, including 
spiritual disappointment, also highlights the rich variety of spiritual experiences persons 
report (Exline, Pargament, Grubbs, & Yali, 2014). Spiritual struggles involve difficulties 
related to experiences of God, religious belief, interpersonal relationships, and morality 
that have significant implications for well-being. The literature review in Chapter 2 will 
explore these bodies of work in greater depth. While these are not the only frameworks 
that capture the complexity of spirituality, they are continuing to gain empirical and 
theoretical support.    
The study of prayer has also grown steadily in recent years. A number of 
empirical studies indicate prayer plays a significant role in psychological well-being (Ai, 
Peterson, Bolling, & Koenig, 2002; Ai, Tice, Peterson, & Huang, 2005; Boelens, Reeves, 
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Replogle, & Koenig, 2012; Francis & Robbins, 2009; Hebert, Dang, & Schulz, 2007; 
Koenig, Ford, George, Blazer, & Meador, 1993; Lambert, Fincham, Marks, & Stillman, 
2010). These studies and others will be reviewed in Chapter 2. Few studies have explored 
prayer in connection with how one relates to the sacred. However, it is not known 
whether frequency of engagement in particular styles of prayer (i.e. meditative, 
petitionary, conversational, ritual) predicts one’s ability to cope with spiritual adversity 
and still maintain a close connection to the divine. The relative dearth of empirical 
knowledge in this area is interesting given the fact two common reasons for praying are 
to 1) cope with stress and adversity and 2) cultivate a good relationship with God or the 
sacred (Dein & Pargament, 2012; Spilka & Ladd, 2006). Since spiritual disappointment, 
relational spirituality, and prayer all have significant implications for well-being, it would 
be useful for psychologists to understand the ways in which these constructs interact. 
Better understanding of this interaction may have important implications for practice, 
particularly for clients interested in utilizing spiritual practices to cultivate greater 
intimacy with God and/or alleviate psychological distress. Specifically, it would be 
helpful for both clinicians and spiritually-oriented clients to understand the degree to 
which particular forms of prayer are more of less helpful in promoting spiritual 
connection and mental health in times of spiritual struggle or adversity. Therefore, in this 
study I hope to explore the role of prayer style and frequency on the association between 
subjects’ experience of spiritual disappointment and their styles of relating to the sacred.   
Based on the current empirical literature on prayer and spirituality, which I will 
review later, I hypothesize that prayer will moderate strength of the relationships between 
		
9 
disappointment in God and a number of indicators of relational spirituality. I intend to 
explore the impact of three different styles of prayer on each of these relationships (see 
Figures 1, 2, and 3 below). Later, I will define each of these constructs and explain the 
nature of each hypothesized relationship in more detail (i.e. whether or not the 
moderating effects will be positive or negative). In the next section, I define prayer, 
relational spirituality, and spiritual disappointment and offer a brief conceptual 
framework for how these constructs may interact is proposed. 
 
Hypothesized Moderation Effects 
Figure 1 
 
Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
 
 
Definitions and Conceptual Framework 
Prayer. Prayer is a R/S practice defined as a form of communication “with a 
power recognized as divine” (Baesler, 2003; James, 1963/1902, p. 464; Whittington & 
Scher, 2010). Communication with the divine manifests in a number of ways including 
meditation, conversation, written word, song, gestures, postures, repetition, and 
emotional expressions. 
Relational spirituality. In recent years, scholars have conceptualized spirituality 
as being rooted in the “search for the sacred” (Hill & Pargament, 2003, p. 65). The 
“sacred” is understood as an object or objects of ultimate devotion, not limited or 
exclusive to a particular deity or entity. Building on this work, Shults & Sandage (2006) 
build on the understanding of Hill & Pargament (2003) by offering a definition of 
spirituality as “ways of relating to the sacred” (p. 161), which may be termed relational 
spirituality. The concept of relational spirituality is based on the idea that individuals 
relate to the sacred in a variety of ways including avoidance, acceptance, hostility, 
indifference, idealization, and defensiveness. The study of relational spirituality focuses 
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on persons’ perceptions of how they experience and stand in relation to what they 
perceive to be sacred.   
Spiritual Disappointment Spiritual disappointment is a construct understood as 
the experience of feeling let down, angered, betrayed, and/or frustrated by the sacred 
(Hall & Edwards, 2002, Sandage, Jankowski, & Link, 2010; Sandage & Williamson, 
2010). It may be conceptualized as a consequence of perceiving being in relationship to a 
divine being, who is perceived as having contributed to undesired circumstances.  
Conceptual Framework There are several ways of conceptualizing the 
psychological and spiritual correlates of spiritual disappointment. A centuries-long body 
of literature highlights diverse theological perspectives on this experience. I will not 
review the theological literature on spiritual disappointment because I am choosing to 
explore the subject, along with prayer and relational spirituality, from a psychological 
perspective. However, in this section I briefly draw on contrasting theological 
perspectives to introduce the developmental understanding of spiritual disappointment 
that will inform this study. I focus primarily on Christian theologies, since the 
participants in this study are graduate students at a Protestant-affiliated university.   
Within many religious traditions, theological and philosophical variety abides. 
Such diversity is apparent across Christian theologies, particularly in understandings of 
spiritual disappointment. In some traditions, the experience of spiritual disappointment is 
viewed as inherently problematic, while others view as a potential catalyst for spiritual 
formation and maturity. Scripture may be appropriated to lend support to either position. 
Those who view spiritual disappointment as inherently problematic may point to St. 
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Paul’s command to “Rejoice in the Lord always” (Phil 4:4). Those who view spiritual 
disappointment as an opportunity for growth may cite the book of Job as an example of 
how frustration with the sacred can lead to spiritual awakening and growth. They may 
also use Biblical data to show the spiritual disappointment, frustration, and anger is a 
common experience among the heroes and spiritual models of scripture. Christ Himself 
cried out from the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mat 27:46). 
Theologies emphasizing the problematic aspects of spiritual disappointment may 
be found within conservative evangelical groups. John Piper, a New Calvinist theologian, 
preacher, and author, is an example of a contemporary Christian thinker who seems to 
demonize spiritual disappointment. On the subjects of depression and spiritual darkness 
Piper muses, “even in cases where the main cause is physical, there is probably some 
element of sinful pride or self-pity mingled with it” (Piper, 2006, p. 49). He goes on to 
say, “Failing to rejoice in God when we are commanded to rejoice is sin” (p. 50). This 
perspective offers very little space for positive development in times of spiritual 
frustration. If “failing to rejoice” is sinful, one must turn away from your negative 
experience and turn back to God (Piper, 2006). 
Others view spiritual disappointment as a potentially formative experience. This 
perspective is illuminated by St. John of the Cross (1959) in his Dark Night of the Soul. 
John of the Cross asserts that darkness and disappointment can be a sign of progression in 
the life of the spirit. He argues that beginners in faith often are drawn to religion for self-
interested reasons, such as feelings of pleasure or pride associated with worship. God, 
recognizing these motives as impure, institutes a purging of the soul in which feelings of 
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emptiness, despair, and disappointment supplant spiritual pleasure. It is through this 
purging that human desires are oriented towards God and away from self-interested ends. 
This notion of disappointment as being central to transformation is also evident in the 
work of James Jones, though Jones understands this process in psychological rather than 
doctrinal terms. 
Jones adheres to the Kohutian notion that idealization is one of three basic 
psychological needs. Kohut (1977) asserts that while we have a need to look up to an 
idealized other, the hunger for idealization must be transformed into a realistic 
acceptance of the other’s limitation in order to develop a mature sense of self. Jones 
(2002) recognizes idealization as driving force of religion, as believers tend to glorify and 
devote themselves to sacred entities (p. 14). Jones also recognizes that religious persons 
often face issues of de-idealization in which their faith may be shaken. The experience of 
de-idealization is comparable to spiritual disappointment. According Jones, believers 
may respond to de-idealization with either weakened religious commitment or tolerance 
of the disappointment. As Jones describes it, de-idealization can be a formative 
psychological process that can help believers keep their “passions and wishes grounded” 
while remaining “passionately invested” in the sacred (Jones, 2002, p. 108). Such is the 
level of mature relatedness to God that may be achieved through the endurance of 
spiritual disappointment.  
Struggles in the area of spirituality and religion take a numbers of forms. Shults 
and Sandage (2006) identify three categories of relational struggle experienced in the 
context of religion and spirituality. These are a) relational struggles with others, b) 
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relational struggles with God, and c) relational struggles with the self. Spiritual 
disappointment (as well as other unpleasant spiritual experiences) can be a result of these 
struggles. Precipitating instances may include, a falling out with members of your church 
committee, unanswered prayers related to the untimely loss of a loved one, or personal 
failure to meet moral standards. Disappointment with others in a religious context can 
lead to disillusionment with one’s spiritual community as a force for good. 
Disappointment with God may lead one to de-idealize, question, or abandon the sacred 
(Jones, 2002; Shults & Sandage, 2006). Disappointment with the self may foster shame 
or an excessive preoccupation with one’s spiritual and moral development. 
Disillusionment, de-idealization, and shame are often the fruits of spiritual 
disappointment, and in-turn make one susceptible to psychological symptoms (Exline, 
Pargament, Grubbs & Yali, 2014; Exline, Prince-Paul, Root, & Peereboom, 2013; Horak, 
2006; Jones, 2002). Empirical studies indicate spiritual disappointment is linked to 
several undesirable outcomes including depression, insecure attachment, egocentricity, 
and a decreased sense of meaning in life (Exline et al., 2014; Hall & Edwards, 2002; 
Sandage, Jankowski, & Link, 2010).  
 While frustration related to religious and spiritual matters has been linked to 
immediately distressing symptoms, a developmental perspective informed by theology 
and relational theory offers a more nuanced view of this phenomenon. A perception of 
spiritual disappointment as inherently negative precludes the sometimes positive role of 
struggle in spiritual development. Shults and Sandage (2006) remind us that a number 
Biblical figures, spiritual writers, and theologians describe spiritual struggles, including 
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disappointment, as powerful formative experiences. Famous examples include Job’s 
suffering and calling God to account, Jesus’ temptation in the desert and the start of his 
public ministry, and Lao Tzu’s disillusionment with his country before leaving and 
recording the Tao-Te-Ching. These figures endured periods of suffering and 
disenchantment, responded authentically, and reached a new plane of spiritual awareness. 
Their trials serve as passages leading to greater spiritual awakening and maturity. Shults 
and Sandage (2006) point out that successful navigation of these struggles often involves 
“dark containers of spiritual transformation” (p. 238), periods of heightened anxiety 
accompanied by soothing and restoration. With such spiritual and relational buttresses in 
place, persons may transcend disappointment in God and continue to pursue a 
relationship with the sacred.  
 Spiritual disappointment does not always bring forth positive developmental 
outcomes. Some spiritual struggles may prove so overwhelming that persons may suffer 
chronic impairments in relation to others, the sacred, and/or themselves (Galek, Krause, 
Ellison, Kudler, & Flanelly, 2007; Krause & Ellison, 2009). To offer a psychological 
parallel, there is a growing body of research indicating those who experience trauma 
often exhibit signs of personal growth after the fact (Joseph & Hefferon, 2013). However, 
it is also known that trauma can be psychologically devastating to the point the persons 
experience chronic difficulties (van der Kolk, 2014). This is why the idea of a container 
for spiritual transformation is an important concept. Just as therapists, support groups, 
exercise, art, and intimate relationships have the potential to serve as healing containers 
for psychological distress, so may they be for spiritual struggles. Such containers are not 
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necessarily comforting. At their best, they simultaneously allow for honest confrontation 
of pain, assist in containing distress, and offer a respite from troubles. Spiritual resources 
may also serve as containers for growth in the event of spiritual struggles.  
 Pargament, Koenig, and Perez (2000) describe various forms of positive religious 
coping, which is the utilization of spiritual resources in order to cope with distress. 
Spiritual resources have the potential to foster acceptance and alleviation of pain. 
However, they may also serve as containers for enduring relational ruptures with the 
sacred, thereby acting as a vehicle for positive spiritual development. Prayer has been 
identified as a practice that may help persons relieve stress and endure psychological 
pain. In this study, I conceptualize prayer not only as a soothing coping mechanism but 
also as a crucial factor in spiritual formation during periods of struggle (see Sandage, 
Paine, & Devor, 2014).  
Spiritual disappointment may be either formative or detrimental to relational 
spirituality. This study will assess the role of particular prayer styles in that complex 
relationship. Perhaps it will be discovered that specific ways of engaging in prayer have 
the potential to support the formative impact of spiritual disappointment. The quality of 
one’s relationship to the sacred is certainly dependent on a number of factors and prayer 
may more or less significant in any given context. I will not endeavor to answer all 
questions regarding prayer and relational spirituality. Exploring these constructs in 
relation to spiritual disappointment is a potentially fruitful starting point. 
Spiritual struggles, such as disappointment in God, are often associated with 
maladaptive styles of relating to the sacred (i.e. having negative implications for mental 
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health and well-being) (Exline & Rose, 2005, Pargament, Murray-Swank, Magyar, & 
Ano, 2005). How one relates to the sacred plays a significant role in the connection 
between experienced disappointment in God and psychological well-being. Strelan, 
Acton, & Patrick (2009) found that immaturity and a lack of commitment in relationship 
to the sacred predicted increased symptoms of depression and stress over and above the 
effects of disappointment in God. If relational spirituality is a crucial factor in the 
connection between spiritual disappointment and well-being, the question may be raised 
as to what practices may promote adaptive relational spirituality in times of spiritual 
disappointment. Prayer has been conceptualized as a) a coping strategy in times of 
psychological and spiritual adversity and b) a way of cultivating an intimate relationship 
with the sacred (Dein & Pargament, 2012; Spilka & Ladd, 2012). It seems plausible that 
frequency and/or style of prayer could have a crucial role in the connection between 
spiritual struggles and the ways in which we relate to the sacred. Perhaps prayer may 
serve as moderating factor this relationship.    
Research Questions, Plan of Inquiry, and Significance 
The overarching research question of this study is as follows: Does the 
relationship between experienced disappointment in God and relational spirituality 
change depending on frequency of engagement in distinct styles of prayer? This 
overarching research question may be answered by qualitative or quantitative means. In 
this study, quantitative methods will be applied to archival data. Disappointment in God 
is operationalized using the Spiritual Assessment Inventory established by Hall & 
Edwards (2002). Relational spirituality is operationalized using several validated 
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measures that assess the following constructs, spiritual well-being, spiritual instability, 
realistic acceptance of God, intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity, spiritual grandiosity, and 
awareness of God (see Ellison, 1983; Hall & Edwards, 2002, Gorusch & McPherson, 
1989). Prayer is operationalized using a validated measure established by Poloma & 
Pendleton (1989). Multiple regression analyses will be conducted to assess the 
moderating role of prayer in the association between disappointment in God and each 
relational spirituality construct.	The following questions will be explored: 
1. Does a hypothesized negative correlation between disappointment in God and 
spiritual well-being become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
2. Does a hypothesized positive correlation between disappointment in God and 
spiritual instability become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
3. Does a hypothesized positive correlation between disappointment in God and 
realistic acceptance of God become stronger as prayer frequency increases? 
4. Does a hypothesized negative relationship between disappointment in God and 
intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
5. Does a hypothesized positive relationship between disappointment in God and 
awareness of God become stronger as prayer frequency increases? 
6. Does a hypothesized positive relationship between disappointment in God and 
spiritual grandiosity become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
Obtaining answers to these questions may help illuminate the significance of 
prayer as a spiritual practice. Specifically, the degree to which each prayer style is 
compatible with maintaining a salubrious relationship with the sacred in the face of 
		
19 
spiritual disappointment will be understood more fully. It will be better known whether 
certain methods of prayer are associated with greater beneficial outcomes than others. 
The methods of inquiry and their significance will be discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 3. In the next chapter, I review literature on the conceptualization, measurement, 
and relevant empirical associations for prayer, relational spirituality, and disappointment 
in God. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Literature Review 
Prayer: Conceptualization and Measures 
The following is an overview of how prayer has been conceptualized and 
measured in the psychological literature. As previously mentioned, William James 
(1963/1902) describes prayer as “every kind of inward communication or conversation 
with a power recognized as divine” (p. 464). Several other scholars also conceptualize 
prayer as active communication with God, which may include external communication as 
well (Baesler, 2003; Buttirck, 1970, 1942; Dubois-Dumee, 1989; Stolz, 1923). Such 
communications include conversations with the divine, personal requests, recitation of 
ritual statements, speaking in tongues, emotional catharsis, laments, and physical 
movements such as kneeling, hand gestures, bowing, and grasping prayer beads.  Some 
definitions focus less on the observable actions associated with prayer and more on the 
motivation to form a supportive of strengthening connection with a sacred force beyond 
the self. Wittington & Scher (2010) offer a relational conceptualization, defining prayer 
as “an attempt to create a meaningful relationship with a deity” (p. 59). The implication 
of this definition is that persons often pray in an effort to maintain a close relationship 
with whatever they perceive to be of ultimate concern, in many cases a personal God. 
Prayer is this sense can help create, reinvigorate, or repair a relationship with the Divine. 
The emphasis on prayer as a vehicle of relating to the sacred naturally raises the 
question of whether or not the sacred is an active participant in this exchange. This 
question is theological in nature and will not be pursued here. However, there are some 
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definitions of prayer that suggest the pray-er may not be in total control of their 
experience. For example, Dein & Littlewood (2008) assert an understanding of prayer as 
receptive in nature. To say that prayer is receptive means that prayer is not only initiated 
and performed by the individual, but also involves a response from a supernatural or 
metaphysical entity. To put it bluntly, it is the experience of “something really being out 
there”, responding to your call, or joining you in spirit. It may be very difficult, if not 
impossible, for observers to determine whether or not someone is “receiving” anything 
when they pray. Dein & Littlewood (2008) suggest people’s experiences in prayer are 
often more receptive than active. Receptive prayer is characterized by an openness to 
being influenced by the sacred rather than attempting to influence the sacred yourself. 
The objective fullness of prayer remains a mystery, as it can only be expressed in the 
inadequate words of human vessels. However, psychological perspectives on prayer 
suggest that at the very least it is a communication with the sacred that is 1) active, 2) 
relational, and/or 3) receptive.  
 The ways in which prayer manifests are affected by personal, social, cultural, and 
religious factors. Krause (2012) offers a broad perspective on prayer that seeks to 
incorporate contextual and personal factors. He describes three dimensions of prayer. 
These are 1) the social context of prayer, 2) the interpersonal aspects of prayer, 3) 
individual perceptions about how prayer functions and 4) prayer content. The social 
context of prayer represents the extent to which an either individual prays alone or with 
others in a group that is not part of the regular worship service. The interpersonal 
dimension of prayer refers to the degree to which person report praying for others and the 
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extent to which they believe others are praying for them. Individual perceptions about the 
function of prayer encapsulate persons’ beliefs about the regularity and timing with 
which God answers their prayers. Prayer content refer to the degree to which persons 
pray 1) that God’s will be done, 2) in thanksgiving to God, 3) for guidance, 4) for health, 
and 5) for material things. This model implicitly recognizes that prayer can be more than 
a private experience driven by individual motives, but also a relational experience within 
a particular society. It also suggests that persons take different approaches to prayer and 
that the distinctions between prayer styles are important. The dimensions of prayer 
described by Krause can be assessed using a portion of a national survey known as the 
Religion, Aging and Health (RAH) assessment (Krause, 2012).  
Different approaches to prayer have been classified in a number of ways. Laird, 
Snyder, Rapoff & Green (2004) offer another conceptualization of prayer based on a 
long-standing Christian typology associated with the acronym “ACTS”. This stands for 
Adoration, Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication. Adoration refers to the act of 
praising and/or loving God. Confession refers to the act of revealing your transgressions 
or sins in the presence of God and seeking absolution. Thanksgiving is an expression of 
gratitude for all the gifts God has given you. Supplication refers to the requests one 
makes of God for the benefit of oneself, others, or the world. Several of these categories 
are similar to categories in Krause’s typology. Both acknowledge thanksgiving as a way 
of praying. Also, prayers for guidance, health, and material things seem to fall under the 
rubric of “supplication”. Laird and colleagues developed the Multidimensional Prayer 
Inventory (MPI) to assess for these types of prayer as well as a fifth type identified as 
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“Reception”. Similar to the conception of Dein and Littlewood (2008), reception may be 
understood as a passive openness to the gifts and experiences of a transcendent being. 
The reception dimension of prayer may be related to Krause’s conception that prayer 
often involves asking for the will of God to be done.  
While Krause (2012) and Laird et al. (2004) delineate prayer styles in terms of 
content, other scholars have categorized prayer in terms of one’s approach or process; 
that is the manner in which one prays as opposed to what one prays about. However, we 
will see from their definitions that content and process are not easily distinguished. 
Poloma & Pendleton (1991) identify four styles of prayer; ritual, petitionary, colloquial, 
and meditative. They created a fifteen-item measure to assess subjects’ frequency of 
engagement with each prayer style. Ritual prayer refers to the acts of reading and/or 
reciting formal prayers from either text or memory. Petitionary prayers are requests for 
satisfaction of material needs for the self and others. Colloquial prayer is a characterized 
by a conversational style of communication with the divine coupled with petitionary 
elements. Meditative prayer is characterized by experiencing and cultivating awareness 
of God. These approaches to communing with God each appear to assume some 
particular prayer content (i.e. meditative prayer involves an awareness of God’s presence, 
petitionary prayer involves a request, etc.). However, one may also identify each as 
distinct in the manner in which the pray-er approaches the sacred (i.e. petitionary prayer 
as more assertive than meditative prayer). I used Poloma & Pendleton’s measure to 
operationalize prayer in this study because it seems there measure offers a rich 
conceptualization of prayer that encapsulates its nature, its content, and its process. 
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A similarly rich understanding of prayer is described by Ladd & Spilka (2006). 
These theorists understand prayer as having three dimensions (direction, intention, and 
content) that interact to form new internal cognitive connections. Ladd & Spilka (2006) 
established ascale assessing the direction of prayer. This scale assesses the degree to 
which prayers are directed inward, outward, or upward.  Inward prayer is a way of 
engaging in prayer that focuses on self-examination and drawing on inner spiritual 
resources. Outward prayer is directed toward the establishment of relationships and 
strengthening human connections. One might conceive of a prayer service designed to 
bring a community together after a tragedy or profound loss. . Upward prayer serves the 
purpose of cultivating and maintaining an intimate relationship with the divine.  
Ladd and Spilka also identify content and intention as important dimensions of 
prayer. Ap Sion (2008) has made an effort to classify the different aspects of prayer 
content. She described the content of prayer as having three dimensions: reference, 
intention, and objective. Ap Sion seems to classify intention as a subordinate aspect of 
prayer content. According to Ap Sion, reference has to do with the objective or outcome 
of a prayer (i.e. who or what is the prayer for). Intention might be understood as the 
person or situation for which the prayer has been made (i.e. what the subject of prayer is). 
Objective has to do with the desired outcome of prayer (i.e. what the desired or expected 
result is). 
Other measures have highlighted the importance of intention and outcome as 
components of prayer, while still recognizing the relational aspects of attempting to 
commune with the divine. Richards (1991) established the Measure of Prayer Experience. 
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This is a six item assessment exploring prayer intention, prayer outcome, and perceived 
connection to the sacred. Likert scale ratings are used to assess the degree to which one’s 
prayer experience is either result-oriented (prayer intention, prayer outcome), relationally 
focused (perceived connection to the sacred), or both.  
Other scales focus on capturing person unique understandings and attitudes 
toward prayer. Goosen & Dunner’s (1996) Scale of Attitudes Toward Prayer is an 8-item, 
Likert scale assessment meant to explore positive versus negative attitudes toward prayer. 
Lambert, Fincham, & Graham (2011) note the variety of definitions regarding prayer and 
assert the value of exploring individual experiences of prayer without imposing a priori 
assumptions. Thus, they study prayer experience by asking participants to identify what 
they perceive to be the “central features of prayer”. Subjects then rank the “centrality” or 
importance of each feature on a scale of 1 to 8.  
In this section, we review some of the ways prayer has been conceptualized 
theoretically and operationalized in the use of empirical measures. In the next section, we 
explore some of the empirical studies conducted on prayer.  
Empirical Research on Prayer 
The following is a review of empirical studies exploring the relationship between 
prayer and various indicators of well-being. Prayer frequency has been linked to 
subjective well-being, reported happiness, and life satisfaction (Maltby, Lewis & Day, 
2008; Poloma & Pendleton, 1991; Robbins, Francis & Edwards, 2008). Poloma and 
Pendelton (1991) reported a number of interesting findings on the relationships between 
prayer style, prayer frequency, and overall well-being. In a sample of 560 adults from the 
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Midwest, both meditative and colloquial prayer were associated with higher levels of 
reported life satisfaction, existential well-being, happiness, and religious satisfaction. 
While petitionary prayer was associated with higher levels of life satisfaction and 
existential well-being, it was also associated with higher endorsement of negative affect. 
Ritual prayer was also associated with higher levels of negative affect, but was also 
positively linked with existential well-being and religious satisfaction. The findings of 
Poloma and Pendleton indicate that the relationship between prayer and well-being may 
depend on the style of prayer one engages in.  
Several other studies support the general findings of a link between prayer and 
well-being. Maltby et al. (2008) found that British adults who prayed more frequently, 
engaged in a meditative style of prayer, and/or reported a positive subjective experience 
of prayer reported higher levels of subjective well-being than their counterparts. Francis 
et al. (2008) found a similar link between prayer frequency and reported happiness; 
however, the association between these factors was nullified after accounting for 
individual personality factors. Again, these findings demonstrate that role of prayer in 
connection with subjective well-being is ambiguous in global terms. In addition to one’s 
style of prayer, personality and relational factors seem to play a role. However, there is 
also evidence to suggest that prayer is incompatible with problematic personality factors 
that are detrimental to personal and relational well-being. Francis, Robbins, Lewis, and 
Barnes (2008) found that prayer was negatively associated with psychoticism scores on 
the Revised Eysync Personality Questionnaire. On this questionnaire psychoticism is 
understood to be an indicator of aggression, hostility, and a tendency toward dogmatism. 
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These findings suggest that prayer is inconsistent with pugnacity, stubbornness, and 
problems with regulating destructive emotions.  Prayer has also been associated with 
decreased anxiety and fewer symptoms of depression in a number of empirical studies 
(Boelens, Reeves, Replogle & Koenig, 2009; Boelens, Reeves, Replogle & Koenig, 2012, 
Koenig et al., 1993). Two of these studies indicated that prayer may have a causal impact 
on reducing distressing psychological symptoms. Boelens et al. (2009) recruited a sample 
comprised primarily of female adults who were receiving medical treatment for either 
depression or anxiety. Half of the subjects engaged in six, hour-long weekly prayer 
sessions with a non-denominational Christian minister, while the other subjects persisted 
with their regular treatment. Immediately after the intervention, those in the intervention 
group reported significantly lower levels of depression and anxiety, higher instances of 
daily spiritual experiences, and higher levels of optimism on average than those in the 
control condition. These positive differences were maintained when subjects were re-
assessed in these domains one month later. In a follow-up to this study, Boelens et al. 
(2012) found that these differences were maintained for one year after the brief prayer 
intervention.  
Pray is often used as a resource to cope with stress. This is evidenced by the high 
percentage of people who turn to prayer in times of adversity. One study revealed 96% of 
a sample of senior citizens used prayer to cope with life stressors (Dunn & Horgas, 
2000).  Empirical studies in area suggest that prayer may an effective coping mechanism. 
Evidence indicates that many people experience prayer as helpful in overcoming 
environmental and intrapsychic problems (Ellison & Taylor, 1996). For example, in a 
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sample of middle-aged and older adults awaiting cardiac surgery, there was a positive 
association between private prayer and optimism (Ai et al., 2002). Prayer has also been 
linked to effective coping in response to trauma and the burdens of caretaking (Ai, et al., 
2005; Hebert, Dang & Schultz, 2007; Hebert, Dang & Schultz, 2006). Further indicating 
that prayer is may be utilized to cope with stressors, Bremner, Koole, and Bushman 
(2011) demonstrated that prayer is associated with effective adjustment to anger. 
Linear relationships have been found between prayer and the virtue of 
transcendence (see Peterson & Seligman, 2004) in the form of experienced meaning, 
hope, and spirituality. Prayer is positively correlated felt sense of purpose in life 
(Meraviglia, 1999). That is, those who pray more generally experience life as more 
meaningful than those who pray less. Leslie Francis and colleagues have conducted a 
number of studies demonstrating significant connections between prayer and purpose in 
life (Francis & Burton, 1994; Francis & Evans, 1995; Francis & Robbins, 2009). These 
studies explored prayer in both adolescent and adult samples, suggesting the connection 
between prayer and meaning is not necessarily bound by developmental stage of life. 
Jankowski & Sandage (2011) found that meditative prayer had a direct positive 
association with hope in a sample of graduate students in the helping professions. Some 
findings suggest that the link between prayer and positive outcomes may be contingent 
on other spiritual factors. A recent study conducted by Paine and Sandage (2016) 
demonstrated that the negative correlation between spiritual instability and hope became 
increasingly negative for subjects as they engaged in higher levels of petitionary prayer. 
These findings suggest that the salubrious effects of prayer may be influenced, at least in 
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part, on persons’ styles of relating to the sacred.      
Several studies suggest prayer may have a positive impact on relationship quality 
between persons. Meditative prayer has been positively linked to healthy forms of adult 
attachment (Jankowski & Sandage, 2011). Those who engage in meditative prayer more 
frequently are less likely to exhibit attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance. These 
findings suggest that meditative prayer may act as a buffer against inclinations to 
excessive “clinginess” and distancing in relationships. Aside from attachment style, 
evidence indicates that prayer predicts a number of other positive relational outcomes. 
Lambert, Fincham, Dewall, Pond, and Beach (2013) found that praying for one’s 
romantic partner or spouse was associated with increases in forgiveness and cooperation 
on the part of the person praying. In other words, spouses who make an effort to pray for 
each other become more likely to forgive their partners offenses and engage in 
collaborative action with the other. In other studies of romantic partners, prayer also 
predicted higher levels of gratitude, increased trust between partners, increased 
satisfaction with relational sacrifice, and lower rates of infidelity (Fincham, Lambert & 
Beach, 2010; Lambert, Fincham, Braithwaite, Graham & Beach, 2009; Lambert, 
Fincham, LaVallee & Brantley, 2012; Lambert, Fincham & Stanley, 2012). Such findings 
are not limited to romantic relationships. Bremner, Koole, and Bushman (2011) found 
that subjects asked to pray for those who angered them, benign strangers, and/or friends 
in need, all exhibited less aggression toward the object of prayer and expressed less anger 
when appraising the other. Relatedly, Vasiliauskas and McMinn (2013) found that a 
prayer intervention led to significant increases in state forgiveness and empathy toward 
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people who had personally offended them.  
Some studies have explored the connection between prayer and subjects’ 
experienced relationship to God. Dein and Pargament (2012) draw on the findings of a 
number of empirical studies to argue that conserving a relationship with the sacred is 
often the primary motive for persons engaging in prayer. Concordantly, several studies 
exhibit a significant association between subjects’ prayer lives and their relational 
experiences of the sacred. Levin (2016) analyzed data from the 2010 Baylor Religion 
Survey, which consisted of over 1700 adult participants. He studied “religious predictors” 
of healing prayer; that is prayer oriented toward the healing of oneself or another. The 
results indicated that although a number of religious factors predicted engagement in a 
number of forms of healing prayer, the most consistent predictor of healing prayer was 
subjects’ experience of being in a “loving” relationship with God.  
Several researchers have found that increased prayer frequency is associated with 
a greater sense of closeness or intimacy with the sacred. Baesler (2002) found that 
subjects who prayed more rated their relationship with God as more intimate on average. 
The findings of Simpson et al., (2009) supported Baesler’s results. They found that 
participants in their study who spent more time in prayer reports an “increased sense of 
the holy or sacred” (p. 366). However, the connection between prayer and intimacy with 
God may not always yield positive psychological outcomes. When persons are engaged 
in problematic or perilous styles of relating to the sacred, increased prayer may be 
detrimental to well-being. Paine and Sandage (2015) found that petitionary prayer 
moderated the negative association between spiritual instability and hope, such this this 
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negative correlation became more pronounced as subjects engaged in more frequent 
prayer. In other words, spiritually unstable persons who reportedly prayed more were less 
hopeful than those who prayed less. In support of these findings, Paine and Sandage 
(2016) found that spiritual instability and spiritual disappointment predicted depressive 
symptoms over and above the impact of religious involvement, a multi-dimensional 
construct tapping, among other practices, prayer frequency. These results suggest that 
one’s style of relating to the sacred is of great significance when assessing the 
relationship between religious practices, such as prayer, and well-being.  
The literature reviewed in this section demonstrates positive associations between 
prayer, psychological well-being, felt purpose in life, adaptive expressions of 
relationality, and relational experiences of the sacred. To summarize, the research 
suggests that the degree to which prayer is associated with positive outcomes may 
depend, at least in part, on the ways in which persons relate to the sacred. In the next 
section, I review the literature on conceptualizations and measures of relational 
spirituality. Then I explore the research on relational spirituality and several spiritual, 
relational, and psychological outcomes. 
Relational Spirituality: Conceptualization and Measures 
 Understandings of relational spirituality have evolved in recent years. 
Contemporary ideas are rooted in the psychodynamic proposal that our images of the 
divine are shaped by our experiences in relating to others (Rizzuto, 1979). Rizzuto 
identifies formative relationships, particularly the parent-child relationship, as 
particularly important in shaping children’s ideas about God. For example, if children 
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experience their parents as loving and responsive, they are more inclined to view God as 
similarly loving and responsive. There is empirical evidence supporting this thesis. 
Findings reveal that relational representations of the sacred are influenced by 
interpersonal schemas (Hill & Hall, 2002) and attachment templates (Kirkpatrick, 2005). 
As another illustrative example, a boy who experiences his father as physically distant or 
emotionally cold may be more likely to view God as unavailable in times of adversity or 
suffering. Contemporary theorists of relational spirituality are careful not to reduce 
experiences of the sacred to a function of relational experiences, allowing for the 
possibility that relational well-being may be a function of spiritual factors (Shults & 
Sandage, 2006). 
Hill and colleagues (2000) provided definition of spirituality as involving a search 
for the sacred. The sacred is understood as "a person, object, principle, or concept that 
transcends the self” (p. 64). It can be "a divine being, divine object, Ultimate Reality, or 
Ultimate Truth" that is considered holy (p. 66). Shults & Sandage (2006) built on this 
definition, offering a greater emphasis on relationality in spiritual experience. As stated 
earlier, they define spirituality as "ways of relating to the sacred" (Shults & Sandage, 
2006, p. 161; see also Hall, 2002). This is consistent with William James’ (1963/1902) 
definition of personal religion as the "feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in 
their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they 
may consider divine" (p. 42, emphasis added). Shults & Sandage (2006) assert that there 
are adaptive and maladaptive ways of relating to the sacred, which have implications for 
mental health, developmental maturity, spiritual transformation, and spiritual growth. 
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These authors suggest that pathological and positive ways of relating to the sacred may 
be distinguished by how one manages anxiety and frustration in relation to the divine. 
According to Shults and Sandage, adaptive approaches to spiritual anxiety involve self-
soothing, maintaining hope in the face of spiritual trials, and receptivity to new spiritual 
experiences. Maladaptive orientations involve spiritual complacency, detachment, and 
emotional reactivity to spiritual disappointments.  
From a psychological perspective, there are several indicators of relational 
spirituality. In this section, I introduce the reader to the constructs/measures I plan to 
explore in this study, which I also hope will give the reader a better sense of the 
multidimensional nature of relational spirituality. Constructs associated with relational 
spirituality include spiritual well-being, spiritual instability, realistic acceptance of God, 
intrinsic religiosity, extrinsic religiosity, awareness of God, and spiritual grandiosity.  
Spiritual well-being is defined as the degree to which an individual experiences a 
close relationship to the sacred and a sense of meaning and purpose in life (Ellison, 1983; 
Paloutzian & Ellison, 1982). Ellison (1983) developed a measure of spiritual well-being 
designed to assess these experiences. The Spiritual Well-Being Scale is a 20-item 
assessment of religious and existential well-being (Ellison, 1983). The religious well-
being subscale assesses the degree to which subjects feel they have a close relationship 
with God. The existential well-being subscale assesses the degree to which subjects find 
satisfaction and purpose in life.   
Spiritual instability is characterized by a felt sense of insecurity and a propensity 
to emotional reactivity in relation to the sacred (Sandage & Jankowski, 2010). Those 
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struggling with spiritual instability often experience disconnection, fear, and 
abandonment anxiety in relation to the divine. Hall & Edwards’ (2002) Spiritual 
Assessment Inventory (SAI) includes a 9-item subscale assessing spiritual instability. The 
spiritual instability subscale assesses the degree to which subjects experience God as 
punishing, abandoning, and/or disapproving of them (Hall & Edwards, 2002).  
Realistic acceptance of God refers to the capacity of individuals to accept feelings 
of disappointment, irritation, and frustration, with God while continuing to pursue a close 
relationship with the divine (Hall & Edwards, 2002). Those high in acceptance persevere 
through spiritual struggles without losing faith in God. Realistic acceptance can be 
assessed with the 7-item realistic acceptance subscale of the SAI. This subscale measures 
the degree to which individuals are accepting and resilient in the face of spiritual 
adversity.   
Intrinsic religiosity has been defined as the degree to which individuals engage in 
religion for its own sake (Gorusch & McPherson, 1989). Those high in intrinsic 
religiosity view spiritual pursuits as ends in themselves. Extrinsic religiosity is defined as 
the degree to which religion is used as a means to achieve some personal or social benefit 
(Gorusch & McPherson, 1989). For example, persons high in extrinsic religiosity may 
engage in religion to reduce stress or may attend church functions to receive support from 
others in times of adversity. The original scale used to assess intrinsic and extrinsic 
religiosity was developed by Allport & Ross (1967). Their measure was initially revised 
by Gorusch & Venable (1983) and subsequently revised again to produce the Religious 
Orientation Scale- Revised (ROS-R) (Gorusch & McPherson, 1989). The ROS-R is a 
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widely used measure of intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity. Of its 11-items, 8 assess for 
intrinsic religious motives. The other 3 items explore extrinsicness in its personal and 
social dimensions. 
Awareness to God may be understood as the degree to which one experiences 
being in the presence of God (Hall & Edwards, 2002). Those high in awareness of God 
feel connected to the divine and experience regular interactions with the sacred. For 
example, they may experience God as being present in a time of need or have a sense that 
God is influencing their life course. The SAI includes a 19-item awareness subscale 
assessing the degree to which subjects experience being aware of God’s presence (Hall & 
Edwards, 2002).  
Spiritual grandiosity is defined as an entitled or narcissistic style of relating to the 
sacred (Sandage & Moe, 2011). Those high in spiritual grandiosity believe they possess a 
unique relationship with the sacred and are more spiritually proficient than others. For 
example, those high in spiritual grandiosity may believe their prayers are more powerful 
than others’ prayers or believe their relationship with God is somehow “extraordinary”. 
The seven-item spiritual grandiosity subscale of the SAI has been used to assess the 
degree to which subjects believe they are favored by God and/or more spiritually 
advanced than others (Hall & Edwards, 2002). 
Empirical Research on Relational Spirituality 
Empirical literature exploring relational spirituality has grown in recent years. 
Contemporary researchers have explored the respective relationships between relational 
spirituality and several outcomes psychological, relational, and spiritual outcomes. 
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Adaptive expressions of relational spirituality are positively correlated with 
psychological well-being (Sandage & Jankowski, 2010), depression (Derosiers & Miller, 
2007), differentiation of self (Sandage & Harden, 2011; Sandage & Jankowski, 2010), 
intercultural development (Sandage & Harden, 2011), gratitude (Sandage, Hill & Vaubel, 
2011), forgiveness (Davis et al., 2014; Sandage & Williamson, 2010), interpersonal well-
being (Derosiers, Kelley & Miller, 2011), and spiritual maturity (Sandage, Jankowski & 
Link, 2010). In this section, I review the relevant empirical findings on the relational 
spirituality factors in this study. 
Spiritual well-being.  There have been a number of empirical findings related to 
spiritual well-being and its components: religious well-being and existential well-being. 
As stated earlier, religious well-being is defined as the quality of one’s perceived 
relationship to God. Existential well-being is defined in terms of one’s felt sense of 
meaning and purpose in life (Ellison, 1983). Spiritual well-being has been linked with 
higher quality of life and lower reported distress in women being treated for illnesses 
such as AIDS, HIV, and diabetes (Dalmida et al., 2011; Newlin et al., 2010). Rosik & 
Soria (2012) found that higher levels of spiritual well-being, religious well-being, and 
existential well-being predict lower levels of pathological and non-pathological 
dissociation in a sample of full-time religious workers. The existential component of 
spiritual well-being (having a sense of meaning and purpose in life) has been linked with 
lower levels of suicidality and lower risk of major depression in samples comprised of 
college students, young adults, and older adults. (Maselko, Gliman & Buka, 2009; 
Taliaferro, Rienzo, Pigg, Miller, & Dodd, 2009). However, in the same studies religious 
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well-being predicted higher risk of major depressive symptoms.  
Spiritual instability. Spiritual instability has also been studied in relation to 
indicators of interpersonal well-being. Spiritual instability has been found to predict 
higher levels of social alienation, insecure attachment, and egocentricity (Hall & 
Edwards, 2002). Studies also evidence negative correlations between spiritual instability 
and virtue. Sandage and Crabtree (2011) found that decreased inclination to forgiveness 
correlated with higher levels of spiritual instability. Paine and Sandage (2015) also found 
that spiritual instability is negatively correlated with hope.  Other studies reveal that 
spiritually unstable individuals may have more difficulty with and respond less 
adaptively to otherness and unfamiliarity. Sandage & Jankowski (2013) found spiritual 
instability was negatively correlated with a measure of intercultural sensitivity. In a 
sample of missionaries, spiritual instability was positively associated with psychological 
discomfort after returning to one’s home country (Kimber, 2012).  
Realistic acceptance of God. Realistic acceptance of God has been studied in 
connection with spirituality, virtue, and interpersonal well-being. Acceptance of spiritual 
adversity has been positively correlated with spiritual well-being and intrinsic religiosity 
(Hall & Edwards, 2002). Other findings indicate realistic acceptance predicts lower levels 
of spiritual instability, spiritual disappointment, and insecure attachment to God (Hall & 
Edwards, 2002). Interpersonally, realistic acceptance predicts higher levels of humility 
and differentiation of self (the capacity to balance needs for intimacy and independence 
in relationships) (Jankowski & Sandage, 2014). Hall and Edwards (2002) also found 
realistic acceptance also predicted lower incidence of social alienation, egocentricity, and 
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exploitive tendencies (Hall & Edwards, 2002).  
Intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity. Intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity both been studied 
in relation to numerous indicators of psychological well-being. Researchers have 
explored these constructs for decades. An overview of these studies reveals that intrinsic 
religiosity appears to be more psychological and relationally advantageous than extrinsic 
religiosity (see Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger & Gorusch, 2003, pp. 448–459). In this section, 
I choose to review recent empirical literature in this area.  
Intrinsic religiosity has been found to be associated with fewer depressive 
symptoms and higher reported quality of life in subjects suffering from bipolar disorder 
(Stroppa & Moreira-Almeida, 2013). Other studies reveal intrinsic religiosity predicted 
lower levels of death anxiety in a sample of older adults (Hui & Coleman, 2013) and 
better psychological adjustment in adolescents (Milevsky & Levitt, 2004). Evidence 
indicates the intrinsic religiosity predicts psychological well-being over and above the 
effect of religious participation. Steffen, Masters, and Baldwin (2016) recently found that 
intrinsic religiosity mediated the relationship between religious service attendance and 
psychological such that increases in intrinsic religiosity was associated with decreases in 
depression and anxiety. 
Awareness of God. Researchers have assessed Awareness of God in connection 
to various indicators of interpersonal and spiritual well-being. Higher reported awareness 
of God has been found to predict lower levels of interpersonal alienation, egocentricity, 
and insecure attachment in a sample of undergraduates (Hall & Edwards, 2002). Hall & 
Edwards (2002) also found awareness of God correlated positively with other measures 
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of intrinsic religiosity and spiritual well-being. Consistent with the relational spirituality 
model, research demonstrates awareness of God does not have exclusively positive 
associations. Diaz, Horton, McIlveen, & Weiner (2011) found that awareness of God is 
linked to higher levels of depression in an adult sample of substance abusers. The authors 
suggest that these seemingly counterintuitive findings may have been the result of 
participants experiencing God as judgmental and punitive. 
Spiritual grandiosity. Empirical research on spiritual grandiosity has revealed 
associations with several constructs relevant to interpersonal well-being. Hall & Edwards 
(2002) found spiritual grandiosity correlates with authoritarian social attitudes, 
exhibitionism, and, inclinations toward exploitive behavior. Social alienation and 
egocentricity were also linked with higher levels of spiritual grandiosity. In a study of 
spirituality and orientations toward diversity, Sandage & Harden (2011) found that 
spiritual grandiosity was negatively correlated with intercultural competence. Spiritual 
grandiosity has also been associated with extrinsic religiosity and lower levels of spiritual 
well-being (Hall & Edwards, 2002). 
Another study reveals spiritual grandiosity may not be an unequivocally harmful 
quality. Sandage & Crabtree (2011) explored the relationship between spiritual 
grandiosity and forgiveness. Results revealed a concave down curvilinear relationship 
between the constructs. As spiritual grandiosity moves from low to moderate levels, 
endorsement of forgiveness items actually increases. Forgiveness peaks at moderate 
levels of spiritual grandiosity and then steadily declines as spiritual grandiosity increases. 
Sandage & Crabtree (2011) suggest that moderate levels spiritual grandiosity correspond 
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to a healthy portion of ego strength. They argue that ego-strength in the form of self-
respect is necessary for true forgiveness.  
Disappointment with God: Conceptualization, Measures, and Empirical Findings 
 As stated earlier, disappointment with God refers to the experience of being let 
down, irritated, or betrayed by God (Hall & Edwards, 2002). These sentiments usually 
emerge in response to tragic, unjust, or harmful events, which individuals may not be 
able to readily explain and usually have little control over (Strelan, Acton & Patrick, 
2009). The attribution of such events to God often leads to spiritual disappointment. That 
being said, the experience of being disappointed by God does not necessarily create 
problems in one’s relationship to the sacred, (see Exline, Prince-Paul, Root & 
Peereboom, 2013). Individuals may feel frustrated with the sacred while continuing to 
love and respect God.  
 Disappointment in God can be measured using a 7-item subscale of the spiritual 
assessment inventory (Hall & Edwards, 2002). These items assess for a range of 
emotional responses to being let down by God, including anger, betrayal, frustration, and 
irritation. Disappointment with God has also been assessed using the Attitudes Toward 
God Scale-9 (see Exline et al., 2013; Wood, Worthington, Exline, Yali, Aten, & 
McMinn, 2010). This scale measures both positive and negative emotions toward God, 
anger and disappointment being the focus of the negative items.  
 Disappointment with God has been studied in connection with indicators of 
psychological, spiritual, and interpersonal well-being. In connection with mental health, 
disappointment with God has been associated with higher levels of depressive symptoms 
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and higher incidence of overall distress (Exline et al., 2013; Strelan et al., 2009). Studies 
also suggest that disappointment in God is not conducive to adaptive forms of 
relationality. Spiritual disappointment predicts a decreased propensity to forgive others of 
their transgressions (Strelan et al., 2009). Insecure attachment, social alienation, 
egocentricity, and tendencies toward exploitation have also been associated with 
disappointment with God (Hall & Edwards, 2002). Disappointment also appears to be 
negatively correlated with indicators of positive spiritual development. Feeling let down 
by God  has been linked with a lack of spiritual maturity, decreased spiritual well-being, 
and greater difficulty finding meaning in life (Exline et al., 2013; Hall & Edwards, 2002; 
Strelan et al., 2009).  
Gap Analysis and Proposed Study 
The literature reviewed in this chapter indicates that prayer, relational spirituality, 
and, disappointment with God are related constructs that have significant implications for 
psychological and relational well-being. In Chapter 1, I asserted that understanding the 
relationship between these would offer valuable information for therapists and clients on 
how to utilize spiritual resources to promote well-being and interpersonal effectiveness. 
Unfortunately, to my knowledge, the interrelated nature of these constructs has yet to be 
explored directly. I seek to study the role of distinct styles of prayer in the respective 
relationships between disappointment in God and other manifestations of relational 
spirituality (i.e. spiritual well-being, spiritual instability, realistic acceptance of God, 
intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity, awareness of God, spiritual grandiosity, and attachment to 
God). In this study, I conducted several moderation analyses in which disappointment in 
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God served as the independent variable, indicators of relational spirituality served as 
dependent variables, and prayer styles served as moderators. In doing so, I hope to gain 
some insight on how prayer might make a difference in how people relate to the sacred 
when they are experiencing spiritual disappointment. In the next chapter, I describe the 
method of analysis.  
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Chapter 3 
Methods 
Description of the Study 
This study investigated the relationships between prayer, relational spirituality 
and disappointment in God. I explored three distinct types of prayer (i.e. petitionary, 
meditative, and colloquial, Poloma & Pendleton, 1989). Petitionary prayer involves 
asking God to meet the material needs of yourself and others. Meditative prayer involves 
practicing being in the presence of God. Colloquial prayer is style of prayer that involves 
elements of both petitionary and meditative prayer. It is an informal, typically 
conversational approach to prayer.  I assessed whether frequency of engagement in each 
type of prayer moderated the relationship between one’s degree of disappointment in God 
and relational spirituality (i.e. spiritual well-being, spiritual instability, realistic 
acceptance of God, intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity, awareness if God, and spiritual 
grandiosity).  
Research questions: 
1. Does a hypothesized negative correlation between disappointment in God and 
spiritual well-being become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
2. Does a hypothesized positive correlation between disappointment in God and 
spiritual instability become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
3. Does a hypothesized positive correlation between disappointment in God and 
realistic acceptance of God become stronger as prayer frequency increases? 
4. Does a hypothesized negative relationship between disappointment in God and 
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intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
5. Does a hypothesized positive relationship between disappointment in God and 
awareness of God become stronger as prayer frequency increases? 
6. Does a hypothesized positive relationship between disappointment in God and 
spiritual grandiosity become weaker as prayer frequency increases? 
 
For each research question, three hierarchical regression analyses were conducted, 
to test the moderation effect of each style of prayer on the relationship between 
disappointment in God and each of the six aforementioned dependent variables.   
Archival data.  An existing set of archival data collected by Steven J. Sandage, 
Ph.D. was used. Dr. Sandage gave the researcher permission to use this data. The sample 
consists of graduate students at a Bethel University in St. Paul, Minnesota. Data was 
collected through the administration of the quantitative assessments described in the 
“Measures” section. After obtaining institutional review board approval, researchers from 
the aforementioned university sought permission from department leaders and other staff 
to recruit participants from classes and orientation sessions. Participants received a gift 
certificate to a local bookstore as incentive for completing the questionnaires. The battery 
of measures included a written explanation of informed consent. The psychometric 
properties of the assessments in question are described in the “Measures” section. In this 
study, I will analyze the data in ways not previously done.  
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Hypotheses 
Spiritually disappointed individuals are inclined to experience ruptures in their 
relationship to the sacred and prayer is a practice often intended to strengthen that 
relationship. Frequent engagement in prayer may have the potential to alleviate the 
negative effects of spiritual disappointment on persons’ relationship with the sacred.  
Meditative prayer has been linked to adaptive relational styles such as secure attachment 
and intercultural competence (Jankowski & Sandage, 2014, 2011). It has also been linked 
with hope, a virtue associated with adaptive responses to adversity (Jankowski & 
Sandage, 2011). Therefore, I hypothesize that:  
1. Meditative prayer will moderate the relationship between spiritual 
disappointment and relational spirituality. Specifically, I hypothesize that the negative 
correlation between spiritual disappointment and adaptive forms of relational 
spirituality (i.e. intrinsic religiosity, spiritual well-being, realistic acceptance) will 
become weaker as meditative prayer increases (See Figure 1 in appendix).  
2. There is empirical evidence indicating petitionary prayer is linked with 
decreases in hope at high levels of spiritual struggle (Paine & Sandage, 2016). 
Therefore, I hypothesize that increased petitionary prayer will be associated with 
higher incidence of maladaptive forms of relational spirituality (i.e. spiritual 
instability, spiritual grandiosity), at higher levels of spiritual disappointment (See 
Figure 2 in appendix).  
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3. Colloquial prayer has been associated with intrinsic religiosity and positive 
religious coping (i.e. drawing on religious resources to effectively navigate spiritual 
struggles) (Maltby et al., 2010). I hypothesize that colloquial prayer will also 
moderate the relationship between spiritual disappointment and adaptive 
expressions of relational spirituality (See Figure 3 in appendix). In other words, the 
negative correlation between spiritual disappointment and adaptive forms of relational 
spirituality will weaken as colloquial prayer increases.   
Participants 
 Participants are 207 graduate students in the helping professions at a Protestant 
Affiliated University in the Midwest. They range in age from 21–61 years and the mean 
age is 33.99 (SD=10.58) years. The sample is 56.0% female and 44.0% male. Participants 
identified as 90.9% Caucasian, 3.8% Asian/Asian-American, 2.9% Black/African 
American, 1.0% Chicano/Hispanic/Latino, 0.5% Multi-Racial, 1.0% Other. 
Measures 
Prayer.  Prayer will be assessed using Poloma & Pendleton’s (1989) 15-item self-
report measure of four distinct prayer types: meditative, colloquial, ritual and petitionary. 
Participants rated the extent to which they engaged in the descriptors of different prayer 
practices on a scale from 0 (never) to 6 (several times a day). A sample from the five-
item meditative prayer subscale includes, “How often do you spend time just ‘feeling’ or 
being in the presence of God?” A sample item from the petitionary prayer subscale is, 
“How often do you ask God for material things you may need?” Construct validation 
evidence exists for the meditative, petitionary and colloquial prayer scales (Maltby et al., 
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2008; Poloma & Pendleton, 1989). Poloma and Pendleton (1989) reported Cronbach’s 
alphas for each prayer subscale (Meditative= .81, Ritual= .59, Petitionary= .78, 
Colloquial= .85). Ritual prayer scores were not included in the archival data, perhaps due 
to the scale’s low internal consistency score. Nunnally (1978) recommend a Cronbach’s 
cutoff score of about .70 for adequate reliability.  
Disappointment in God.  Disappointment in God (DG) was assessed using a 
seven-item subscale of the Spiritual Assessment Inventory (SAI). The SAI is a 54-item 
self-report measure designed for research and clinical practice and based on object 
relations and attachment theories and contemplative spirituality (Hall & Edwards, 2002; 
Hall, Reise, & Haviland, 2007). The dynamics of a person’s perceived relationship to 
God are assessed on the dimensions of awareness and developmental quality. The 
awareness component is designed to measure an individual’s awareness of God in 
everyday life. The developmental quality dimension, which includes DG, is designed to 
measure the relational qualities of one’s relationship to God. Hall and Edwards (2002; 
also, see Hall et al., 2007) have demonstrated construct, convergent, discriminant, and 
incremental validity of the SAI. For example, the DG subscales correlated positively with 
alienation, insecure attachment, and egocentricity subscales on the Bell Object Relations 
Inventory. SI has also correlated positively with psychiatric symptoms (Sandage, 
Jankowski & Link, 2010). Items include, “There are times when I feel disappointed in 
God”, “There are times when I feel betrayed by God”, and “There are times when I feel 
angry at God”. Hall & Edwards (2002) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .90 for the 
disappointment subscale.  
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Spiritual well-being. Spiritual well-being will be assessed using the Spiritual 
Well-Being Scale (SWBS) (Ellison, 1983). The scale conceptualizes spiritual well-being 
as having two components, religious well-being and existential well-being. The Religious 
Well-Being (RWB) scale assesses subjects’ perceptions of the quality of their 
relationship with God. Examples of items include “I believe God loves and cares about 
me” and “My relationship with God helps me not to feel lonely”. Existential Well-Being 
(EWB) assesses one’s felt sense of meaning and purpose in life. Examples of items 
include “I believe there is some real purpose for my life” and “I feel a sense of well-being 
about the direction my life is headed in”. Construct and concurrent validity for the 
instrument has been supported (see Bufford, Paloutzian, & Ellison, 1991; D’Costa, 1995; 
Genia, 2001). Ellison (1983) reported Cronbach’s alphas of .89 (SWB), .87 (RWB), and 
.78 (EWB).   
Spiritual Instability Spiritual Instability (SI) will be measured using a subscale 
from the Spiritual Assessment Inventory (SAI). The nine item Spiritual Instability 
subscale is intended to measure traits consistent with Borderline Personality Disorder, 
although not necessarily the full criteria for clinical diagnosis. Those who score high on 
the Instability scale are proposed to have difficulty maintaining spiritual equilibrium and 
integrating good and bad self-objects. Examples of SI items include ‘‘I am afraid that 
God will give up on me’’ and ‘‘There are times when I feel that God is punishing me.’’ 
Participants are asked to respond using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all 
true) to 5 (very true). Construct, convergent, discriminant, and incremental validity of the 
SI subscale was also established (Hall & Edwards, 2002; Hall et al., 2007). SI correlated 
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positively with alienation and egocentricity subscales on the Bell Object Relations 
Inventory. SI has also correlated positively with psychiatric symptoms (Sandage, 
Jankowski & Link, 2010). Hall & Edwards (2002) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .84 for 
the SI subscale. 
Realistic acceptance of God. Realistic acceptance of God (RA) will be measured 
using a subscale from the SAI. The seven-item Realistic Acceptance subscale is intended 
to measure subjects’ inclinations to accept spiritual disappointments and maintain a 
relationship with God. Those high on the RA subscale are proposed to be more likely to 
respond to frustration or anger with God by making an effort to restore and maintain the 
relationship. In the SAI, RA items follow Disappointment in God items. Examples of 
items include, “When this happens, my trust in God is not completely broken” and 
“When I feel this way, I am able to talk it through with God”. Participants are asked to 
respond using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). 
Construct, convergent, discriminant, and incremental validity of the RA subscale was 
also established (Hall & Edwards, 2002; Hall et al., 2007). RA correlated negatively with 
alienation and egocentricity subscales on the Bell Object Relations Inventory. Hall & 
Edwards (2002) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .83 for the RA subscale.   
Intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity. Intrinsic and extrinsic religiosity will be assessed 
using the Religious Orientation Scale Revised (Gorusch & McPherson, 1989). The 
intrinsic subscale measures the degree to which one relates to the sacred through internal 
religious and/or a commitment to religion as an end in itself. Items include “It is 
important to me to spend time in private thought and prayer” and “I try hard to live all my 
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life according to my religious beliefs”. The extrinsic subscale assesses the degree to 
which one relates to the sacred as a means to desired personal or social ends (i.e. 
decreased anxiety, support from others). Items include “I pray mainly to gain relief and 
protection” and “I go to church mostly to spend time with my friends”. Gorusch and 
McPherson (1989) report a Cronbach’s alphas of .83 for the intrinsic subscale and .65 for 
the extrinsic subscale. While internal consistency of the extrinsic subscale is less than 
desired, Hill (1999) asserts that this is likely because of the brevity of the subscale, which 
makes the scale more practically appealing for use in large samples. Hill (1999) confirms 
this scale validity assesses the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects of religious orientation as 
delineated by Kirkpatrick (1989).  
Awareness of God. Awareness of God will be measured using a subscale from 
the SAI. The 19-item awareness subscale is intended to the degree to which subjects 
experience the presence of God. Those high on the awareness subscale experience God as 
a supportive and motivating force in their lives. Examples of items include, “From day to 
day, I sense God being with me” and “I have a sense of direction in which God is guiding 
me” Participants are asked to respond using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not 
at all true) to 5 (very true). Construct, convergent, discriminant, and incremental validity 
of the awareness subscale was also established (Hall & Edwards, 2002; Hall et al., 2007). 
Hall & Edwards (2002) reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .95 for the awareness subscale. 
Spiritual grandiosity. Spiritual Grandiosity (SG) was measured using a subscale 
from the Spiritual Assessment Inventory (SAI). The seven-item Spiritual Grandiosity 
subscale is intended to measure qualities consistent with narcissistic personality traits. 
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Examples of SG items include ‘‘I have a unique ability to influence God through my 
prayers’’ and ‘‘My relationship with God is an extraordinary one that most people would 
not understand’’. Participants are asked to respond using a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (not at all true) to 5 (very true). Hall and Edwards (2002; also, see Hall et al., 
2007) have demonstrated construct, convergent, discriminant, and incremental validity of 
the SAI. For example, the subscale is correlated positively with alienation and 
egocentricity subscales on the Bell Object Relations Inventory. SG also correlated 
positively with exhibitionism and exploitativeness subscales from the Narcissistic 
Personality Inventory (Hall & Edwards, 2002) and negatively with intercultural 
competence (Sandage & Harden, 2011). Hall and Edwards reported Cronbach’s alpha of 
.73 for the SG subscale. 
Spiritual impression management. Davis, Worthington, and Hook (2010) 
recommended that a measure of impression management be included in the empirical 
study of humility. The five-item spiritual impression management (SIM) (Hall & 
Edwards, 2002) subscale of the SAI was used in this study to assess the tendency to 
exaggerate spiritual virtue. Sample items are rated on a five-point scale and include ‘‘I 
am always in the mood to pray’’ and ‘‘I am always as kind at home as I am at church.’’ 
The SIM scale was developed through factor analyses of the SAI to ensure impression 
management items loaded on a separate factor and exhibited solid construct validity in 
relation to other measures of spiritual development (Sandage & Morgan, 2014). SIM has 
demonstrated an alpha coefficient of .77 (Hall & Edwards, 2002). 
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Data Analytic Procedures 
 Data was analyzed using hierarchical multiple regressions to test for moderation 
effects. Disappointment in God served as the independent variable predicting each of the 
relational spirituality constructs of interest. Three types of prayer (i.e. meditative, 
petitionary, and colloquial) were explored as potential moderators in the respective 
relationships between disappointment in God and each of the relational spirituality 
constructs. As stated earlier, ritual prayer will not be explored since response to that 
particular subscale of the prayer inventory was not entered into the archival database. 
This may have been due to the ritual prayer subscale not yielding an adequate reliability 
coefficient (α= .59) for analysis in Poloma and Pendleton’s (1989) original study. 
Moderation analyses will be conducted by employing distinct hierarchical regression 
models for each potential interaction. Analytical procedure is based on Baron & Kenny’s 
(1986) recommendation for testing moderation effects with continuous variables in social 
science research. All variables were mean-centered prior to analysis. Several researchers 
have recommended mean-centering continuous variables in moderation analyses in order 
to reduce multicollinearity between the independent variables and the product term of the 
interaction (see Cronbach, 1987; Smith & Sasaki, 1979).  
Validity: Potential Threats and Proposed Controls  
 The spiritual homogeneity of the sample (i.e. Protestant Christian) is a potential 
threat to external validity. It is clear the implications of these findings will be limited to 
the spiritual context of the participants. This threat to validity was controlled for by 
acknowledging its presence, not generalizing to other contexts, and asserting the need for 
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future research among more diverse spiritual populations.  
 In any study involving prayer, a potential threat to validity is a failure to represent 
the complex nature of prayer. One must account for the multidimensionality of prayer in 
empirical studies. This was done by employing a multidimensional assessment of 
frequency of engagement in distinct prayer types. Still, I acknowledge that this measure 
does not account for all styles and approaches to prayer. Poloma & Pendleton’s (1989) 
measure accounts for distinct expressions of prayer that are relevant to the common 
religious tradition of the participants. The practices of meditative, petitionary, and 
colloquial prayer, as understood by Poloma & Pendleton (1989), have been manifest in 
Christianity for centuries (Jungmann, 2007). This accounts for diversity in expression 
without endorsing a relativistic conception of prayer that is without meaning.  
 A third potential threat to validity is the ever-present self-report bias.  It may be 
argued that religious individuals have a vested interest either in perceiving themselves or 
in being perceived as spiritually proficient. Therefore, subjects may over-report the 
degree to which they pray or may exaggerate their perceived closeness to God. To control 
for this threat, I included the Spiritual Impression Management (SIM) subscale of the SAI 
was included in the analysis. This is a 5-item scale that assesses the degree to which one 
is invested in maintaining their spiritual reputation to themselves and others. SIM will be 
entered as the first predictor in each hierarchical regression model. This will allow one to 
observe the strength of each relationship over and above the potentially confounding 
influence of spiritual impression management.  
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Chapter 4 
Results 
Direct Effects 
Regression analyses reveal increases in disappointment in God predicted higher 
levels of spiritual instability (F(2, 204)= 24.88, p<.001, ∆R2=.163) and realistic 
acceptance of God (F(2, 204)= 156.58, p<.001, ∆R2=.433) after controlling for spiritual 
impression management. Higher levels of disappointment in God predicted also predicted 
lower levels of both existential well-being (F(2, 204)= 20.37, p<.001, ∆R2=.078)  and 
religious well-being (F(2, 204)= 22.66, p=.015, ∆R2=.024)  when controlling for 
spiritual impression management. No significant direct effects were observed between 
disappointment in God and spiritual grandiosity, awareness of God, intrinsic religiosity, 
and extrinsic religiosity respectively.  
 Increases in meditative prayer predicted higher levels of religious well-being 
(F(2, 204)= 38.60, p<.001, ∆R2= .117), intrinsic religiosity (F(2, 204)= 38.68, p<.001, 
∆R2=.114), and awareness of God (F(2, 204)= 78.15, p<.001, ∆R2=.135)  after 
controlling for spiritual impression management and disappointment in God. Negative 
associations were observed between meditative prayer and extrinsic religiosity (F(2, 
204)= 9.37, p=.003, ∆R2=.044) and spiritual instability (F(2, 204)= 6.68, p=.002, 
∆R2=.028), respectively, after controlling for spiritual disappointment and impression 
management. No significant direct effects were observed between meditative prayer and 
existential well-being, spiritual grandiosity, and realistic acceptance of God, respectively, 
after controlling for the aforementioned variables.  
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 Changes in petitionary prayer did not predict significant changes in any of the 
relational spirituality variables.  
 Higher levels of colloquial prayer predicted higher levels of religious well-being 
(F(2, 204)= 35.02, p<.001, ∆R2= .098), awareness of God (F(2, 204)= 67.55, p<.001, 
∆R2=.099), and intrinsic religiosity (F(2, 204)= 30.38, p<.001, ∆R2=.069) when 
controlling for spiritual disappointment and spiritual impression management. No 
significant direct effects were observed between colloquial prayer and spiritual 
grandiosity, spiritual instability, and extrinsic religiosity.  
Moderation Effects: Research Questions and Summary of Findings 
1. Does a hypothesized negative correlation between disappointment in 
God and spiritual well-being become weaker as prayer frequency 
increases?  
Yes. Meditative prayer moderated the negative correlation between 
disappointment in God and the religious well-being dimension of spiritual well-being (B= 
.101, p= .004). Details of the results are summarized below.  
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Figure 4. 
 
 The figure above demonstrates that the relationship between disappointment in 
God and religious well-being changed as a function of subjects’ reported frequency of 
meditative prayer. For those engaged in high or moderate levels of meditative prayer 
there was a very slight negative correlation between disappointment in God and religious 
well-being. This negative correlation was much more pronounced for those who reported 
engaging in low levels of meditative prayer. In other words, there was a stronger negative 
association between spiritual disappointment and one’s felt closeness to God when 
subjects’ endorsed less frequent meditative prayer. 
2. Does a hypothesized positive correlation between disappointment in 
God and spiritual instability become weaker as prayer frequency 
increases? 
No. There were no significant interaction effects between disappointment in God 
2.5	
3	
3.5	
4	
4.5	
5	
5.5	
6	
0	 1	 2	 3	 4	 5	
Re
lig
io
us
	W
el
l-B
ei
ng
	
Disappointment	in	God	
High	PrayM	
Mod	PrayM	
Low	PrayM	
		
57 
and prayer in relation to spiritual instability. 
3. Does a hypothesized positive correlation between disappointment in 
God and realistic acceptance of God become stronger as prayer 
frequency increases? 
Yes. Meditative prayer moderated the positive correlation between 
disappointment in God and realistic acceptance of God (β= .224, p= .001). Details of the 
results are summarized below.  
Figure 5. 
 
Figure 5 above demonstrates that the relationship between disappointment in God 
and realistic acceptance of God changed as a function of subjects’ reported frequency of 
meditative prayer. Each group, delineated by reported frequency of meditative prayer, 
exhibited an overall positive relationship between spiritual disappointment and realistic 
acceptance of God. However, the strength of this positive association was weakest for 
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those who engaged in low levels of meditative prayer. In other words, those who engaged 
meditative prayer infrequently were less accepting of God in the face of spiritual 
disappointment as compared to the other groups.  
4. Does a hypothesized negative relationship between disappointment in 
God and intrinsic/extrinsic religiosity become weaker as prayer 
frequency increases? 
Yes. Meditative prayer moderated the negative correlation between 
disappointment in God and intrinsic religiosity (B= .137, p=.003). Details of the results 
are summarized below. 
Figure 6 
 
Figure 6 above demonstrates that the relationship between disappointment in God 
and intrinsic religiosity changed as a function of subjects’ reported frequency of 
meditative prayer. For those engaged in high or moderate levels of meditative prayer 
there was a very slight negative correlation between disappointment in God and intrinsic 
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religiosity. This negative correlation was much more pronounced for those who reported 
engaging in low levels of meditative prayer. In other words, there was a stronger negative 
association between spiritual disappointment and engaging in religion for its own sake 
when subjects’ endorsed less frequent meditative prayer. 
5. Does a hypothesized positive relationship between disappointment in 
God and awareness of God become stronger as prayer frequency 
increases? 
No. There were no significant interaction effects between disappointment in God 
and prayer in relation to awareness of God. 
6. Does a hypothesized positive relationship between disappointment in 
God and spiritual grandiosity become weaker as prayer frequency 
increases? 
For detailed statistics on significant findings, see Table 4 in the Appendix.  
No. There were no significant interaction effects between disappointment in God 
and prayer in relation to spiritual grandiosity. 
Several hierarchical multiple regression analyses were conducted to test whether 
each prayer type moderates the relationship between disappointment in God and 
relational spirituality. In the first step of each analysis, spiritual impression management 
was entered into the model as a control measure. Second, disappointment in God was 
entered into the model. Third, the prayer variable of interest (i.e. petitionary, meditative, 
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or colloquial) was entered. An interaction term consisting of the product of 
disappointment in God and the prayer variable of interest was entered in the fourth step 
of each model. This process was completed for each prayer variable and each of the 
relational spirituality constructs assessed in this study (i.e. spiritual well-being, awareness 
of God, intrinsic religiosity, extrinsic religiosity, realistic acceptance of God, spiritual 
instability, and spiritual grandiosity) (see Table 4 in appendix for summary of significant 
interaction results).  
Meditative prayer moderated the relationship between disappointment in God and 
several of the dependent variables. The interaction between spiritual disappointment and 
meditative prayer accounted for a significant proportion of the variance in realistic 
acceptance of God (β= .224, p= .001). The interaction plot reveals an increasing positive 
association between disappointment in God and realistic acceptance of God as the 
frequency of meditative prayer increased (see Figure 4 in appendix). When levels of 
meditative prayer increased from low to moderate, the positive correlation between 
disappointment in God and realistic acceptance became stronger. When levels of 
meditative prayer increased from moderate to high, the strength of association between 
disappointment and acceptance became slightly weaker (from R2 =.50 to R2 = .47).   
Meditative prayer also moderated the relationship between disappointment and 
intrinsic religiosity (B= .137, p=.003). The interaction plot reveals a decreasing negative 
association between spiritual disappointment and intrinsic religiosity as frequency of 
meditative prayer increased (see Figure 5 in appendix). At low meditative prayer, 
intrinsic religiosity decreased as disappointment in God increased. At moderate 
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meditative prayer, the decreases in intrinsic religiosity in relation to disappointment in 
God were smaller. The smallest decreases in intrinsic religiosity in relation to 
disappointment were observed at high levels of meditative prayer.  
Meditative prayer also moderated the relationship between spiritual 
disappointment and religious well-being (B= .101, p= .004). The interaction plot reveals a 
decreasing negative association between disappointment in God and religious well-being 
as the frequency of meditative prayer increased (see Figure 6 in appendix). At low 
meditative prayer, religious well-being decreases as disappointment in God increases. At 
moderate meditative prayer, the strength of this negative association weakens 
considerably. When levels of meditative prayer increased from moderate to high, the 
strength of the negative association between disappointment and religious well-being 
became slightly stronger (from R2 =.01 to R2 = .06).  
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Chapter 5 
Discussion 
Overview of Findings 
In this section, I will discuss the results of this study. I will articulate the nature 
and direct of the significant relationships between disappointment in God, the three styles 
of prayer, and the remaining relational spirituality factor that served as dependent 
variables. I will explore the plausible explanations for these relationships and discuss 
their implications for practice and research.  Later in the discussion section I will discuss 
the limitations of this study and suggest directions for future research. Finally, I 
summarize these points of discussion in a brief conclusion.  
I begin now by examining the significant direct, or linear, effects between the 
relevant constructs of this study. I do so in order to orient the reader to the direct 
relationships between these constructs, which I hope will make it easier to comprehend 
the nature and implications of the moderation effects in this sample. After, I will discuss 
the three significant moderation effects, offering a number of plausible explanations and 
interpretations of these findings.  
In this sample, disappointment with God was significant predictor of several other 
relational spirituality factors. Higher levels of disappointment in God predicted higher 
levels of spiritual instability. One possible explanation for this is that feeling let down by 
God may perpetuate belief that one is somehow out of favor with the divine. This may 
activate or exacerbate fear of punishment, abandonment, and being forgotten by the 
sacred, leading to increased spiritual instability. On the other hand, those predisposed to 
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experience God as punitive and unreliable may be more likely to interpret negative 
stimuli as a violation of their expectations of the divine. Thus, spiritually unstable 
individuals may have a higher proclivity to spiritual disappointment.  
Results also indicated a positive correlation between disappointment in God and 
realistic acceptance of God. In Hall and Edwards’ (2002) spiritual assessment inventory, 
disappointment with God is defined and operationalized in such a way that it acts as a 
foundation for realistic acceptance of God. Theoretically, acceptance is only achieved 
through transcendence of disappointment. However, individuals who have experience 
disappointment do not necessarily accept God. Therefore, it is worth exploring the nature 
of this positive correlation in more depth. The study sample may play a crucial role in 
this relationship. Presumably, individuals attending a seminary for graduate education 
view God and religion as important aspects of their lives. Therefore, these persons may 
be more inclined to accept disappointments in God than those for whom religion is a less 
central aspect of their existence.  
Alternatively, it is also conceivable that acknowledging disappointment with God 
positively impacts one’s ability to accept the divine. While psychological research has yet 
to explore this question, several spiritual texts, such as the Book of Job, present iconic 
representations of acceptance of the divine as flowing from a successful confrontation 
and eventual transcendence of spiritual disappointment. In Old Testament narrative, Job 
laments having suffered the loss of his home, family, esteem in the eyes of others, and his 
health. He becomes very angry and frustrated with God, at one point even calling God to 
answer for what Job perceives as a great injustice. God answers Job not in trite 
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consolations, but by questioning Job about his understanding of the mystery of life and 
the universe. God’s tone actually seems confrontational at times, challenging Job to 
account for the wonder of creation. Job, humbled by his lack of understanding, accepts 
that the ultimate meaning of his suffering is something beyond his grasp. Rather than 
despair at his lack of understanding, Job paradoxically experiences consolation and is 
commended by God for his honesty and openness to the Divine.    
Disappointment with God also predicted lower levels of both existential well-
being and religious well-being. This is consistent with other research indicating anger 
with God was linked with lower levels of religiosity and more difficulty making meaning 
in a sample of hospice patients (see Exline, Prince-Paul, Root, & Peereboom, 2013). In 
regard to existential well-being, frustration in connection to the sacred may contribute to 
confusion around meaning and one’s purpose in life. Highly religious populations may be 
at particular risk in this case. Devout persons who become spiritually disillusioned or 
disappointed may begin to lose purpose in life (i.e. professionally, personally, or 
otherwise). If one’s sense of meaning is rooted in faith, feeling hurt by God may cause 
you to question your commitments and/or calling. Alternatively, lack of experienced 
meaning or purpose may cause one to question his or her religious beliefs and become 
disappointed in God. One may resent God for not helping discern or clarify life’s purpose 
(i.e. Why doesn’t God give me a sign that I am doing the right thing?). 
With regard to religious well-being, disappointment may also cause one to 
question the quality of one’s relationship to the sacred. One may interpret disappointment 
in terms of God being relationally distant. Alternatively, feeling distant from God may 
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become a disappointment in and of itself. The absence of emotional intimacy may be 
particularly frustrating if one’s religious tradition leads one to expect that God will 
always be with you (see for example Deuteronomy 31:6).  
Meditative prayer was positively associated with increased awareness of God. 
Since meditative prayer is a practice aimed at experiencing the presence of God, it seems 
intuitive that increased awareness of the divine would be a natural corollary. There is 
evidence to suggest that the benefits of meditative practice increase over time (see 
Lumma, Kok, & Singer, 2015). An interesting question to explore in future research is 
the whether or not those more experienced in this style of prayer exhibits higher levels of 
awareness of God.  
The results also indicate that those who engage in meditative prayer exhibit higher 
levels of motivation to engage in religion for its own sake. This finding is consistent with 
previous research indicating a positive correlation between meditative prayer and 
intrinsic religiosity (Maltby, Lewis, Freeman, Day, Cruise, & Breslin, 2010). Frequent 
meditative prayer may be conceived of as both a sign and cultivator of intrinsic 
religiosity. This approach to prayer may be a mechanism for spiritual formation, such that 
those who pray frequently approach religion more and more for its own sake. On the 
other hand, higher levels of intrinsic religiosity may also direct individuals to engage in 
more meditative prayer for the sake of religious piety. However, if piety were the primary 
motivator, one might expect intrinsic religiosity to be positively associated with all forms 
of devotional prayer. In this study, no such correlation was observed for petitionary 
prayer.  Perhaps there is a pleasurable or intrinsically meaningful element of meditative 
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prayer that renders it a more attractive spiritual exercise.  
Meditative prayer was also linked to reported religious well-being, or closeness 
with God. Perhaps meditative prayer can serve to deepen one’s sense of intimacy with the 
divine by means of receptive attention to the other; in this case the Holy Other. This 
finding is consistent with evidence indicating that being in the presence of another person 
predicts higher levels of relational satisfaction with that person (see Johnson & Anderson, 
2013). A similar dynamic may exist between persons and the sacred. Additionally, 
greater perceived intimacy with God may also lead to increased engagement in 
meditative prayer, in part, for the pleasure and solace of being in the presence of a close 
companion.  
Meditative prayer was negatively correlated with both extrinsic religiosity and 
spiritual instability. These findings may indicate that this form of prayer is a buffer 
against self-serving and/or relationally tumultuous expressions of spirituality. The 
mechanism for this function may be explained by theological factors (i.e. the grace of 
God), psychological factors (i.e. gratitude, secure attachment, see Jankowski & Sandage, 
2013, 2014), or perhaps both. Another explanation may be that individuals inclined to 
toward these experiences of the sacred may avoid meditative prayer. Perhaps those 
inclined to extrinsic religiosity perceive little psychological or social benefit to opening 
oneself to the presence of God. Those who experience spiritual instability are likely to 
find presence of God disagreeable and, thus, avoid the intimacy of meditative prayer.    
Petitionary prayer was not significantly associated with any of the constructs of 
interest in this study. This finding could indicate that petitioning the sacred is not an 
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important factor in connection with spiritual disappointment or relational spirituality. 
However, there may be an alternative explanation for the lack of a linear association. 
Petitionary prayer may play a nuanced role in the spiritual lives of individuals. The 
impact of petitionary prayer on persons may be influenced by several factors including 
the nature of what one asks for, the likelihood that it will be granted, and/or one’s 
motivations for asking. There is evidence suggesting that the role of petitionary prayer 
may depend on its interaction with other spiritual variables. As stated earlier, Paine & 
Sandage (2015) found that the negative association between spiritual instability and hope 
became increasingly strong as individuals’ engaged in petitionary prayer more frequently.   
The respective associations between colloquial prayer and awareness of God, 
religious well-being, and intrinsic religiosity may, in part, be explained in similar terms 
as the findings linked to meditative prayer. Colloquial prayer shares some of the qualities 
of meditative prayer (i.e. being in the presence of God, mindful attention to the moment). 
However, the conversational emphasis of colloquial prayer may also be linked to greater 
felt closeness with God and engaging in religion for its own sake. Conservation suggests 
a level of intimacy on par with a friendship. The results might suggest that engaging in 
conversation with God is compatible with greater awareness of God’s presence and 
higher levels of intimacy with the sacred. These results are consistent with the assertions 
of spiritual writer William Barry (2012), who identifies “dialogue”, as opposed to 
“monologue”, as necessary for cultivating a friendship with God (p. 8).  
Additionally, there might be a connection between the cultivation of a 
“friendship” with God through colloquial prayer and elevated intrinsic religiosity. 
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Aristotle (2011) describes three types of friendships in book VIII of his Nicomachean 
Ethics: a) friendships of pleasure, b) friendships of utility, and c) friendships of virtue. 
While friendships of pleasure and utility seek engagement with the other in order to 
satisfy a need of the self, friendships of virtue pursue relationship for the sake of the 
other. From this perspective, our findings suggest that colloquial is linked to a friendship 
of virtue in the form of intrinsic religiosity (i.e. the pursuit of the sacred for its own sake). 
This idea is further supported with data from this study, as intimacy with the sacred, in 
the form of religious well-being, is also highly correlated with intrinsic religiosity (R= 
.583, p<.001).     
Moderation analyses reveal several significant findings for meditative prayer, 
confirming the hypothesis that this style of prayer would moderate the relationship 
between spiritual disappointment and adaptive styles of relational spirituality. Hypotheses 
concerning petitionary and colloquial prayer were disconfirmed since no significant 
interactions were observed for these variables.  
First, the positive association between disappointment in God and realistic 
acceptance of God grew stronger as the frequency of meditative prayer increased from 
low levels to moderate levels. This finding suggests the possibility that moderate 
engagement with meditative prayer may augment one’s ability to transcend feeling 
frustrated, angry, and/or let down by God. Meditative practice has been linked with a 
greater capacity to tolerate and regulate negative emotions (Menezes & Bizarro, 2015). It 
is possible that meditative prayer supports one’s ability to cope with and transcend the 
negative emotions associated with spiritual disappointment. However, excessive spiritual 
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disappointment may also foster excessive distress, activate insecure attachment patterns, 
and/or instill a desire to avoid the sacred (Shults & Sandage, 2006). The findings of this 
study suggest that these outcomes are less evident in individuals who engage in 
meditative prayer at moderate as opposed to low levels. Also, the results may indicate 
that those inclined to accept spiritual disappointment seek to practice meditative prayer 
more, while those who struggle with acceptance may turn away from meditative prayer 
out of anger or frustration with the divine.  
The positive correlation between disappointment in God and realistic acceptance 
decreased slightly as subjects transitioned from moderate levels of meditative prayer to 
high levels. The statistical significance of this decrease could not be determined in this 
method of analysis. However, the direction of the effect leads one to question whether 
moderate levels of meditative prayer are most preferable concerning the relationship 
between spiritual disappointment and realistic acceptance of God.  
The interaction between disappointment in God and meditative prayer was also 
significant in predicting religious well-being and intrinsic religiosity. As meditative 
prayer increased the negative correlation between disappointment in God and religious 
well-being became weaker. We have already observed that disappointment in God 
predicts lower levels of religious well-being. These findings suggest that meditative 
prayer may act as a spiritual buffer helping to minimize the loss of divine intimacy 
connected with spiritual disappointment. Alternatively, individuals who experience 
spiritual disappointment as a rupture in their relationship with the sacred may actively 
avoid the intimacy of meditative prayer. Disappointment could be interpreted as an 
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indication of relational distance. Felt distance from God may undermine prayer practice. 
Psychological motives for this response may be both practical (i.e. “Praying doesn’t bring 
me any closer to God”, “Prayer doesn’t work”) and relational (i.e. “Why pray to a God I 
don’t feel close to?”, “I won’t put myself out there for a God who hurts me”).   
It was also revealed that the negative correlation between disappointment in God 
and intrinsic religiosity became weaker as meditative prayer increased. Disappointment 
in God has predicted lower levels of intrinsic religiosity in other studies (see Hall & 
Edwards, 2002). . Meditative prayer may protect against the potentially corrosive impact 
of spiritual disappointment on intrinsic religiosity. Alternatively, those whose intrinsic 
religiosity is less impacted by spiritual disappointment may more likely to engage in 
meditative prayer as they maintain motivation to experience intimacy with God despite 
frustration. At any rate, the findings for intrinsic religiosity suggest that meditative prayer 
is a practice that may be engaged in for its own sake, without the necessity of 
instrumental benefit. 
Limitations and Future Research 
 There are a number of limitations in this study, a few of which were 
mentioned in the previous section on threats to validity. First, the sample for this study is 
spiritually and racially homogenous. Participants are affiliated with a graduate program in 
the helping professions at a Protestant-affiliated University. Evangelical Christians 
constitute an overwhelming majority of the sample and over 90% of these subjects are 
Caucasian. Therefore, conclusions drawn from this study of prayer and relational 
spirituality may only apply to subjects who are spiritually and racially similar to 
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participants in this study. Future studies may explore the associations between spiritual 
disappointment, prayer, and relational spiritual within contexts of greater religious and 
cultural diversity.  
Second, this study focused on subject reports of their perceptions of relational 
spirituality. It is clear that these perceptions have implications for psychological and 
spiritual well-being. However, no theological claims can be made about the objective 
quality of persons’ relationship to the sacred. In this study, the role of spiritual 
disappointment and prayer in connection with subjects’ actual relationship to God is 
unclear (assuming a real divinity). The human condition may preclude us from any such 
knowledge except by means of divine revelation. However, continued research on 
persons’ perceptions of their relationship with the sacred are still psychologically relevant 
and may offer glimpses of paths to and from God, again, assuming there is a divinity to 
encounter.  
Finally, the cross-sectional nature of this study precludes assertions of causation. 
In future research, a greater effort may be made to study religious and spiritual 
phenomena using experimental designs. Prayer is a practice that readily lends itself to 
experimental manipulation (see Lambert et al., 2012). Such studies may illuminate the 
causal impact of prayer. Analysis of non-linear effects may also be beneficial since 
evidence from this study and others indicates that the relationships between spiritual 
factors are highly nuanced. Also, greater efforts may be made to study the development 
of spiritual dynamics over time. While longitudinal studies also preclude assertions of 
causation, they would provide greater insight into the developmental course of spiritual 
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practice and experience. First, researchers might gain some insight into the long-term 
benefits associated with persisting through spiritual disappointment, as articulated  by a 
number of prominent theologians and spiritual writers. Second, longitudinal findings may 
be useful for clients struggling to weather spiritual distress, in that they may have reason 
in the form of empirical evidence to hope for the fruits of steadfastness. It may also be 
useful for therapists seeking to better understand how life-events and life-stages may 
impact clients’ spiritual lives. 
No significant interaction effects were found for either petitionary or colloquial 
prayer. These findings may suggest that frequency of engagement in these forms of 
prayer plays no role in the relationship between spiritual disappointment and the quality 
of one’s relationship to the sacred. However, the limitations of this study may give pause 
in this respect. From a statistical perspective, no significant linear relationship is evident. 
Future studies may explore these constructs with non-linear analyses. Also, as stated 
earlier, these findings are based on self-report measures reflecting subjective perceptions 
of relational spirituality. It may be that petitionary and colloquial prayers have a 
significant impact on one’s relationship to the sacred in ways not captured by these 
psychological measures. Perhaps alternative means (i.e. qualitative, behavioral) of 
assessing individuals’ relationship to God would suggest different conclusions. However, 
it may also be that the relational impact (or non-impact) of petitionary or colloquial 
prayers can only be understood in theological terms or through religious/spiritual 
engagement. Researchers may only be able to access such truth if they adopt particular 
theological claims and/or enter into the rhythms of the lives of religious persons.  
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The general results indicate that both meditative and colloquial prayer were 
associated with lower levels of spiritual disappointment and adaptive expressions of 
relational spirituality. From a counseling perspective, this information is especially useful 
when considering clients who experience spiritual struggles and relational ruptures with 
the sacred. It may be possible that meditative and colloquial prayers are more conducive 
to spiritual health and healing more than other expressions of prayer. Of course, further 
research is needed to explore the causative effects of these forms of prayer in relation to 
relational spirituality. However, practitioners may still seek to better understand religious 
and spiritual clients’ prayer practices in order to assess the degree to which they augment 
and detract from positive experiences of the sacred. Clinicians may also investigate, and 
perhaps practice, meditative or colloquial prayer so as offer their clients insight on their 
potential spiritual benefits. More generally, this study demonstrates the complexity of 
individuals’ spiritual lives in terms of practice, emotion, and relational quality. Perhaps 
these findings will encourage clinicians to assess spirituality beyond surface indicators 
such as religious affiliation and belief in God.  
Conclusion 
 With this study, I sought to explore whether the correlation between 
spiritual disappointment and relational spirituality changes depending on frequency of 
prayer engagement and/or style of prayer. I found that frequency of meditative prayer 
moderated the association between spiritual disappointment and several adaptive 
expressions of relational spirituality (i.e. realistic acceptance of God, religious well-
being, and intrinsic religiosity). Some may point to these results as evidence for 
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meditative prayer as a protective buffer against the negative effects of spiritual 
disappointment on relational spirituality. Another potential explanation for the findings 
could be that those who relate to the sacred in adaptive ways are more inclined to engage 
in meditative prayer and experience fewer spiritual disappointments. Future studies may 
use experimental methods to determine causal pathways among disappointment, prayer, 
and relational spirituality. Researchers should also explore more diverse populations to 
assess whether the results of this study are consistent across cultures or unique to a 
largely Caucasian, Evangelical-Christian context.  One hopes these findings will serve as 
an impetus for clinicians to receive the richness of client spirituality with curiosity and 
appreciation. 
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Appendix 
Hypothesized Moderation Effects 
Figure 1 
 
Figure 2 
 
Figure 3 
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlation Matrix of Disappointment in God and 
Relational Spirituality Measures  
 DG RA AG SG SI EWB RWB ER IR 
DG -- .658** -.072 -.012 .438** -.350** .259** .088 -.201** 
RA  -- .071 -.058 .223** -.159* -.079 .076 -.048 
AG   -- .360** -.283** -.433** .634** -.212** .526** 
SG    -- .074 .103 .138* .067 156* 
SI     -- -.481** -.403** .319** -.313** 
EWB      -- .589** -.250** .381** 
RWB       -- -.396** .577** 
ER        -- -.244** 
IR         -- 
 
Note.  N = 207. DG= Disappointment in God, RA= Realistic Acceptance of God, AG= 
Awareness of God, SG= Spiritual Grandiosity, SI= Spiritual Instability, EWB= Existential Well-
Being, RWB= Religious Well-Being, ER= Extrinsic Religiosity, IR= Intrinsic Religiosity.  *p< 
.05, **p < .01 
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlation Matrix of Disappointment in God and 
Prayer 
 DG PrayM PrayP PrayC 
DG -- -.117 .051 -.123 
PrayM  -- .358** .541** 
PrayP   -- .369** 
PrayC    -- 
 
Note.  N = 207. DG= Disappointment in God, PrayM= Meditative Prayer, PrayP= Petitionary 
Prayer, PrayC= Colloquial Prayer.  *p< .05, **p < .01	
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Table 3.  Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlation Matrix of Prayer and Relational 
Spirituality Measures  
 RA AG SG SI EWB RWB ER IR 
PrayM -.032 .571** .247** -.231** -.236** -.484** -.201** .476** 
PrayP .032 .173* .131 -.018 .064 -.151* .020 .185** 
PrayC .028 .525** .180** -.175* -.173* -.453** -.089 .413** 
 
Note.  N = 207. DG= Disappointment in God, RA= Realistic Acceptance of God, AG= 
Awareness of God, SG= Spiritual Grandiosity, SI= Spiritual Instability, EWB= Existential Well-
Being, RWB= Religious Well-Being, ER= Extrinsic Religiosity, IR= Intrinsic Religiosity.  *p< 
.05, **p < .01 
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Table 4.  Hierarchical Regression Results for Significant Interactions  
 B 95% CI SE B Β R2 ∆R2 
RWB 
Step 1:SIM .301** (.205, 397) .049 .397 .158 .158** 
Step 2: SIM .267** (.169, .366) .050 .352 .182 .024* 
            DG -.111* (-.200, -.022) .045 -.161   
Step 3: SIM .138** (.037, .240) .051 .182 .299 .117** 
DG -.113** (-.196, -.030) .042 -.164   
PrayM .216** (.143, .289) .037 .382   
Step 4: SIM .150** (.051, .250) .051 .198 .314 .028** 
DG -.102* (-.184, -.020) .042 -.148   
PrayM .209** (.137, .281) .036 .370   
DG*PrayM .101** (.032, .171) .035 .167   
IR 
Step 1: SIM .390** (.267, .513) .062 .401 .161 .161** 
Step 2: SIM .227** (.100, .355) .065 .234 .275 .114** 
            PrayM .273** (.178, .368) .048 .377   
Step 3: SIM .239** (.114, .365) .064 .246 .306 .031 
PrayM .264** (.171, .357) .047 .364   
DG*PrayM .137** (.047, .227) .046 .177   
RA       
Step 1: DG .989** (.833, 1.145) .079 .658 .433 .433 
Step 2: DG 1.008** (.855, 1.160) .077 .671 .462 .029 
DG*PrayM .224** (.090, 358) .068 .169   
 
Note.  N = 107. RWB= Religious Well-Being, IR= Intrinsic Religiosity, RA= Realistic 
Acceptance, SIM= Spiritual Impression Management, DG= Disappointment in God, PrayM= 
Meditative Prayer.  *p< .05, **p < .01 
Some variables automatically excluded from analysis by SPSS 
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Figure 4 Line of best-fit plot demonstrating interaction effect for disappointment in God 
and meditative prayer in predicting religious well-being 
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Figure 5 Line of best-fit plot demonstrating interaction effect for disappointment in God 
and meditative prayer in predicting intrinsic religiosity 
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Figure 6 Line of best-fit plot demonstrating interaction effect for disappointment in God 
and meditative prayer in predicting realistic acceptance of God 
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